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This qualitative multiple case study took place in two fifth grade classrooms during 

the United States 2016 presidential election. Research focused on the complex and 

overlapping factors that influenced the two teacher-participants’ decision making in 

regards to the election, and how the teachers’ resulting practices created knowledge, 

disposition, and/or skill-related civic learning opportunities for their students. Data analysis 

revealed that the organizational and policy factors within the context of the research site, 

as well as the election itself, all had a significant influence on the teachers’ decision 

making. Furthermore, the teachers’ personal and pedagogical beliefs affected their 

curricular-instructional practices as they drew on democratic civic education and media 

literacy for civic learning. The findings from this study have implications for both social 

studies curriculum and teacher education. 
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Chapter 1: Introduction 

 Ms. Wilson,1 a fifth grade teacher at Vista Verde Elementary School, had just 

explained to her students that if they wanted to run for student council, they would have to 

prepare a speech. That was when one of her students raised her hand and asked, “If we are 

campaigning against each other, does that mean we need to say nasty things about each 

other?” 

There was a long pause. Then, Ms. Wilson asked the class how many of them had 

seen the second presidential debate between Hillary Clinton and Donald Trump the night 

before. Almost all of the students (including the girl who had asked the question) raised 

their hands. 

The second presidential debate of 2016 was, by all accounts, “nasty.” The 

candidates repeatedly engaged in vitriolic attacks against each other. Hillary Clinton 

openly stated that Donald Trump was not fit to serve as president, questioning his 

temperament as well as his statements about women, Muslims, African-Americans, and 

Mexican immigrants. Donald Trump called Hillary Clinton “the devil,” said that he would 

jail her if he was elected president, and deflected questions about whether or not he had 

sexually assaulted women by attacking Bill Clinton instead.  

When the student asked Ms. Wilson if they needed to say “nasty things” about the 

other candidates for student body president, Ms. Wilson gave an impassioned response to 

the class, saying, 

                                                 
1 All places and names are pseudonyms. 
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Let me just tell you—and this is not about one side or the other, it is not about 

politics, it is just fact—this is not the way an election is supposed to go. It is not 

supposed to be about two candidates attacking one another personally, it is not 

supposed to be this nasty, it is not supposed to be like this when we are electing a 

president of our country. All of this attacking has been really extreme, all of the 

debates we have seen have probably been the worst debates in televised history, 

that have occurred in terms of the level of attacks that have gone on and their 

personal nature. It is supposed to be civil.… Even four years ago you would have 

an election that was civil. You are supposed to come out, shake hands, you are 

supposed to respect each other, and that is not what has been happening, and I am 

sorry that you guys are coming of age and first noticing an election when this is 

happening. This is not normal. (Field notes, October 10, 2016) 

Ms. Wilson was concerned about her students growing up in a political climate she believed 

to be abnormally “nasty” and uncivil. According to Hess and McAvoy (2015), this was a 

valid concern. They claimed that, “young people coming of age within this climate are 

likely to view political dysfunction as the norm” (pp. 19-20). By dysfunction, they meant 

a political climate that is “increasingly divisive, polarized, and vitriolic” (p. 19). The 

behavior of the two candidates during the second presidential debate was a clear indication 

of this political dysfunction.  

The United States is currently in the midst of significant political polarization, 

defined by McAvoy and Hess (2013) as “moments in time when political discourse and 

action bifurcates toward ideological extremes” (p. 26). While levels of polarization in the 
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United States have been steadily increasing for decades (Pew Research Center, 2017a), the 

2016 election brought to the forefront how deeply polarized our country has become. The 

partisan divide among Democrats and Republicans has significantly widened on many 

fundamental political topics, including national security, reproductive rights for women, 

healthcare, the role of religion in government, LGBTQ+ rights, gun control, and 

environmental protection (Pew Research Center, 2017a). Democrats, as a whole, hold 

increasingly liberal political ideologies, while Republicans are increasingly conservative 

(Pew Research Center, 2017b). This has created major ideological divisions among 

members of both parties.  

The nature of the second political debate was only one indication of a dysfunctional 

political climate. The relationship between politicians and members of the public is 

affected as well. For instance, one Republican member of the Texas House of 

Representatives recently told a constituent to “shut up” during a town hall meeting when 

his response to a policy question was met with loud disagreement by audience members 

(Tesfaye, 2017). Another example occurred during the campaign when Hillary Clinton 

infamously said that half of Donald Trump’s supporters belong in a “basket of deplorables” 

(Holan, 2016).  

This climate of political dysfunction is not limited to politicians. As the United 

States becomes increasingly polarized, partisan dislike and distrust have become greater 

and more ingrained in members of both parties: 66% of consistent2 conservative 

                                                 
2 “Consistent” refers to people who agreed with 90-100% of positions from either the left or the right, such 

as “The best way to ensure peace is through military strength” vs “Good diplomacy is the best way to 

ensure peace.” (Dimock et al., 2014, p. 82)   
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Republicans believe that the Democrats’ policies threaten the nation’s well-being, while 

50% of consistent liberal Democrats believe the reverse (Dimock, Kiley, Keeter & 

Doherty, 2014). Furthermore, people who are ideologically consistent are more likely to 

exist in “echo chambers” where they live and interact with people who share the same 

values (Bishop, 2008; Clark & Avery, 2016; Dimock et al., 2014). This can lead to 

extremist views (Clark & Avery, 2016) as well as intolerance and distrust for people who 

hold different perspectives (Bishop, 2008; McAvoy & Hess, 2013). 

Both during and after the 2016 campaign, there have been many instances of 

divisiveness, polarization, and vitriol among members of the public. The day after Donald 

Trump’s inauguration, over three million Americans engaged in the largest protest in 

United States history at the Women’s March, largely united by opposition to the new 

president (Friedersdorf, 2017). Protesters and counter-protesters have clashed over a wide 

variety of policy issues, including the travel ban on Muslims, the building of a wall between 

the United States and Mexico, the Affordable Care Act, DACA (Deferred Action for 

Childhood Arrivals), and women’s reproductive rights (DuPree, 2017). These incidents are 

often contentious and occasionally violent. For example, on the day of Donald Trump’s 

inauguration, multiple protests across the country turned violent as protesters fought each 

other and the police, threw projectiles, and destroyed property (Kasperkevic, 2017). 

The Southern Poverty Law Center recorded 201 incidents of election-related 

intimidation and harassment across the United States in the three days following the general 

election on November 8, 2016. Many of these incidents included direct references to the 
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Trump campaign. The most commonly reported location where these incidents occurred 

was in schools (Southern Poverty Law Center [SPLC], 2016c).   

Because students are experiencing this political culture firsthand, polarization and 

divisiveness have carried over into classrooms around the country (Clark & Avery, 2016; 

Hess & McAvoy, 2015). Additional studies conducted by the Southern Poverty Law 

Center’s Teaching Tolerance project before and immediately after the 2016 presidential 

election supported this assertion (SPLC, 2016a, 2016b).  The latter study surveyed over ten 

thousand educators about the effects of the election on their students. Approximately 80% 

of the respondents reported that their students (mainly Muslims, African-Americans, 

immigrants, and LGBTQ+ students) had increased concerns or fears about the election’s 

impact on themselves and their families. Forty percent of the respondents reported 

derogatory language or acts from students that were directed at those populations, as well 

as at females, students with disabilities, and students who had openly not supported Trump. 

Fifty percent of the educators surveyed stated that their students were targeting each other 

based on which of the two candidates they supported. In all, 90% of the respondents 

reported a negative impact on their students’ states of mind and their behavior following 

the election, with many of the teachers expressing concern about how the election would 

continue to impact students in the future (SPLC, 2016b).  

Clearly, these problems need to be addressed, but how to do so is far from clear. 

Teachers from Kindergarten through 12th grade have been faced with difficult choices 

about how to prepare their students for civic life in the current political climate. Despite 

(or perhaps because of) these challenges, schools are ideal spaces for civic education; they 
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are often the first places that children move outside of their private spheres and learn to 

communicate and engage with other students in as diverse an environment as they will ever 

likely experience (Paley, 1992; Parker, 2003, 2005, 2008).  

Parker (2003, 2005) contrasted idiocy (which derives from the Greek root idios, 

meaning private, separate, and self-centered) with democratic citizenship. He argued that 

the goal of educating students for a democracy is to move them from private self-interest 

to public life in a process known as puberty. Parker (2005) wrote, 

When aimed at democratic ends and supported by the proper democratic conditions, 

the interaction in schools can help children enter the social consciousness of 

puberty and develop the habits of thinking and caring necessary for public life. 

They can learn the tolerance, the respect, the sense of justice, and the knack for 

forging public policy with others whether one likes them or not. (p. 348)  

Parker described a form of civic education that teaches students how to live and work 

together for the public good in a tolerant, respectful, and judicious manner.  This form of 

education supports Dewey’s (1916) social conception of democracy as “a mode of 

associated living” (p. 93) that seeks to answer the question “How should we live together?” 

(Hess & McAvoy, 2015).  It is also noteworthy that Parker (2005) acknowledged that 

public life includes working with those whom we may dislike; therefore, preparing students 

for democratic citizenship necessarily involves teaching them how to do so. In the current 

political climate that is characterized by divisiveness, polarization, and vitriol (Hess & 

McAvoy, 2015), the ability to productively and respectfully engage with people who hold 

diverse perspectives is essential. 
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Now more than ever, schools need to promote and teach students the democratic 

civic dispositions and skills that include ways of living and working together towards a 

common good (Barton & Levstik, 2004; Carr, 2008, 2011). This can—and should—begin 

at the elementary level. Research has demonstrated that even young children are able to 

think critically about social issues and develop the dispositions and skills that lead to 

meaningful civic engagement (Bolgatz, 2005; Bickmore, 1999; Cowhey, 2006; Krutka, 

2017; Mitra & Serriere, 2015; Payne, 2015; Torney-Purta & Lopez, 2006). 

Furthermore, informed and engaged citizenship necessarily involves media 

literacy, which is the ability to access, analyze, evaluate, and communicate or create 

messages in a variety of mediated forms (Aufderheidre & Firestone, 1993; Hobbs, 2004). 

Digital media and the Internet provide almost limitless ways for youth to civically engage. 

Many young people get much of their political information through the media (Macedo, 

2007; Marchi, 2016; Mihailidis, 2009) while many public officials increasingly rely on 

social media to communicate with the public. As news networks continue to become 

increasingly polarized, it is essential for students to learn how to critically analyze and 

evaluate media messages.  

STUDY RATIONALE 

This study attended to several gaps in the literature. There is an existing body of 

social studies research about the pedagogy of presidential elections (Busey, 2016; Hass & 

Laughlin, 2002, Journell, 2009, 2011a, 2011b, 2011c, 2017; Journell, May, Stenhouse, 

Meyers & Holbrook, 2012) and other political topics (Hess, 2002, 2004, 2009, 2015; Hess 

& McAvoy, 2015; McAvoy & Hess, 2013; Niemi & Niemi, 2007; Parker, 2011; Swalwell 
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& Schweber, 2016). As of yet, however, there is little research into the impact of the 2016 

election and/or the current sociopolitical climate on teachers and students, including 

teachers’ decision making and practices related to these topics (Busey, 2016; Dabach, 

2015; Journell, 2017; Sondel, Baggett & Dunn, 2018; SPLC, 2016a, 2016b; Swalwell & 

Schweber, 2016). Furthermore, almost none of the existing research has occurred at the 

elementary level. This lack of scholarship in elementary education is also true of the 

increasing body of research into the relationship between media literacy and civic learning 

and engagement (Ashley, Maksl & Craft, 2017; Hobbs, 2017; Kahne & Bowyer, 2017; 

Mihailidis & Viotty, 2017; Powers, Moeller & Yuan, 2016; Robb, 2017; Stanford History 

Education Group, 2016).  

This study, which took place in two upper elementary classrooms during the 2016-

2017 school year, sought to attend to these gaps. Political polarization and ideological 

divisiveness among Americans has had significant implications for students and teachers. 

Sondel, Baggett and Dunn (2018) pointed out that the levels of “political trauma”3 as a 

result of the 2016 election have gone beyond the existing scholarship. There have been 

increasing instances of hate crimes and uncivil discourse as well as real implications for 

immigrant, Muslim, LGBTQ+ and other students due to Donald Trump’s presidency 

(Sondel et al., 2018). There is a greater tendency for people to look down on those who 

have different views (Clark & Avery, 2016; Dimock et al., 2014) which is likely reinforced 

based on the media they consume. As people become more partisan in their beliefs, they 

                                                 
3 The authors use the National Child Traumatic Stress Network’s (2017) definition of trauma as “a sudden  

and unexpected occurrence that causes intense fear and may involve a threat of psychological harm or 

actual physical harm.” 
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are also more likely to turn to media that affirms their views (Clark & Avery, 2016; 

Gottfried, Barthel & Mitchell, 2017); as a result, news networks are increasingly polarized 

at both ends of the ideological spectrum (Burke, 2008; Stone, 2011). There is also a greater 

tendency for people to exclusively interact with those who share similar viewpoints, which 

creates like-minded communities of echo chambers; this makes it harder for people to 

engage in a civil manner with those who have different viewpoints (Bishop, 2008; Clark & 

Avery, 2016). This climate has placed a significant burden on teachers, who are confronted 

with difficult decisions about how to include political topics in their curriculum and 

instruction.  

This study also sought to attend to gaps in elementary social studies research as 

well. This is significant because the current political climate has affected even very young 

students (SPLC 2016a, 2016b), yet research in K-12 education has almost exclusively 

focused on secondary students. Elementary teachers face unique challenges when 

addressing political topics with their students, but currently there are few pedagogical 

models available, which may help explain teachers’ reluctance in addressing these topics 

in their classrooms (Bickmore, 1999; Bolgatz, 2005; SPLC 2016a). However, even very 

young students are much more capable of wrestling with complex and abstract ideas than 

many people realize (Bickmore, 1999; Chilcoat & Ligon, 2000; Gainer, Valdez-Gainer & 

Kinard, 2009; Husband, 2010; VanSledright, 2002).  

Finally, this study has contributed to a growing body of research into media literacy 

education’s civic purposes. There are an increasing number of opportunities for young 

people to civically engage through digital media. Additionally, amidst accusations about 
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“fake news,” growing insight into the Russian propaganda effort during the 2016 

presidential campaign, and concerns about the current administration’s relationship with 

the media, there has been increasing public awareness about the need for media literacy 

education as a core civic competency. In 2017 alone, 10 states introduced or continued 

consideration of media literacy legislation; currently, 24 states and the District of Columbia 

have passed some form of media literacy legislation, including adding media literacy 

education to the official state learning standards for grades K-12 (Media Literacy Now, 

2018). As of yet, however, little is known about how media literacy is being taught for 

civic purposes at the elementary level. This is important information in order to identify 

and develop best pedagogical practices and policies for elementary media literacy.   

STUDY OUTLINE 

This study took place in two fifth grade classrooms during the 2016 presidential 

campaign, from September 2016 through the inauguration of Donald J. Trump in January 

2017. It examined the decisions the teachers made when addressing the campaign with 

their students, and the kinds of learning opportunities the teachers created for their students 

as a result of those decisions. Specifically, this study was guided by the following research 

questions: 

1) How did a sample of fifth grade teachers make curricular-instructional 

decisions during the 2016 presidential election? 

2) How did a sample of fifth grade teachers’ practices during the 2016 presidential 

election engage students in democratic civic learning? 



 11 

Through these questions, I explored the influences on teachers’ decision making during the 

election, and how these decisions translated into civic learning opportunities (or conversely 

did not) for their students. These opportunities included how the teachers incorporated 

media education into their instruction for civic learning purposes. Therefore, this study 

drew upon two important bodies of research for its conceptual framework: (1) democratic 

civic education, including knowledge, skills, and dispositions; and (2) teacher decision 

making, specifically the policy, organizational, and personal influences on their decisions. 

The first frame of research centers around democratic civic education.  Borrowing 

from Parker’s (2003) notions of “knowing” and “doing” democracy, democratic civic 

education is the teaching and learning of the knowledge, dispositions, and skills necessary 

for maintaining, supporting, and participating in a democracy. This can occur both within 

and outside of the classroom (Kahne & Middaugh, 2008; Levine, 2007), including through 

different forms of media (Carr, 2011; Jenkins, Clinton, Purushotma, Robison & Weigel, 

2009; Stoddard, 2014). 

The second frame of research suggests that teachers are curricular-instructional 

gatekeepers (Thornton, 1991) who make decisions about the content, sequence, and 

instructional strategies they use in their classrooms. These decisions are influenced by a 

multitude of complex, interrelated, and interactive factors (Cornbleth, 1990; Grant, 2003). 

Grant (2003) organized the influences into three categories: personal, organizational, and 

policy. However, like Cornbleth (1990), he contended that no influence occurs in isolation 

(see Appendix A). These influences are detailed in the second chapter of this study. 
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This study used a qualitative multicase study methodology (Stake, 2005) to 

investigate teacher decision making and the resulting civic learning opportunities for 

students during the 2016 presidential campaign. Creswell (2007) defined case study 

research as, “a qualitative approach in which the investigator explores a bounded system 

(a case) or multiple bounded systems (cases) over time, through detailed, in-depth data 

collection involving multiple sources of information... and reports a case description and 

case-based themes” (p. 73). Merriam (2009) defined the bounded system as “a single entity, 

a unit around there are boundaries” (p. 40). The bounded systems in this case study were 

two fifth grade classrooms where teachers addressed the 2016 presidential election with 

their students. Forms of collected data included observations, semi-structured interviews, 

and artifacts. Data analysis involved the constant comparative method (Thomas, 2011) 

which led to the identification and development of three themes.  

The following chapters provide the literature, methodology, results, findings, 

recommendations and implications for this qualitative case study. In Chapter 2, I review 

the three main bodies of relevant literature that informed this study: elementary social 

studies education, teaching presidential elections, and teacher decision making. In Chapter 

3, I outline the theoretical lenses that framed this study. I describe my chosen methodology 

of qualitative multicase study, including how I used this method of inquiry to design this 

study and then gather and analyze my data. I provide the context for the study and describe 

its participants, as well as consider issues of trustworthiness. Chapter 4 details the results 

of this study, organizing the data into three overarching themes. Finally, Chapter 5 looks 
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across the research to present the three major findings of this study. It also provides 

recommendations and discusses implications for this work.  
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Chapter 2: Review of the literature 

This study was informed by three main bodies of research literature: elementary 

social studies and civic education, elections and media, and teacher decision making. In 

this review of the relevant literature, I explore each of these in turn. I begin with a general 

overview of elementary social studies research before focusing specifically on elementary 

civic education. Next, I look at existing research on election pedagogy (i.e. teaching about 

elections), which necessarily includes an examination of media and media literacy. I 

conclude with a review of existing research on teacher curricular-instructional decision 

making.  

ELEMENTARY SOCIAL STUDIES EDUCATION 

There is no single definition for elementary social studies. In a historical review of 

elementary social studies from the 19th century to the present, Halvorsen (2013) wrote,  

[Elementary social studies’] mission has never changed: to teach the principles of 

democratic citizenship and the core values of social responsibility. To that end, it 

draws upon the disciplines of economics, geography, history, and political science, 

among other social studies, to engage students in the study of the human condition. 

(p. 1)  

Elementary social studies is integrative by nature, including the core content areas of civics, 

economics, geography, and history. It is generally agreed that its purpose involves the 

preparation of students for democratic citizenship (Anderson, Avery, Pederson, Smith & 

Sullivan, 1997; Barton & Levstik, 2004; Brophy & Alleman, 2009; Engle & Ochoa, 1988; 

Halvorsen, 2013; National Council for the Social Studies [NCSS], 2017; Parker, 2003).  
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 In this section of the literature review, I begin with an overview of salient curricular 

frameworks in elementary social studies. Next, I discuss the current state of elementary 

social studies in the United States. I explore elementary teachers’ beliefs about social 

studies before turning to elementary civic education. I review elementary teachers’ civic 

pedagogical content knowledge before exploring how civic knowledge, skills, and 

dispositions are conceived and positioned in elementary classrooms. I conclude by 

examining civic efficacy, empowerment, and engagement in the elementary classroom. 

Curricular frameworks 

 Just as there is no one definition for elementary social studies, there is no single 

curriculum. The Common Core State Standards (CCSS), which are used in 41 states and 

the District of Columbia, do not include standards for elementary social studies (National 

Governors Association & Council of Chief State School Officers, 2010). However, the 

‘expanding communities’ curriculum has long been the “de facto national curriculum” 

(Brophy & Alleman, 2008, p. 35) for elementary social studies in the United States. In the 

expanding communities curriculum, students in the lower grades begin with an exploration 

of themselves and their families, which progressively expands to include larger and larger 

groups (Brophy & Alleman, 2008, 2009; Halvorsen, 2009, 2013). For instance, in many 

states, students in the fourth grade study their own state, while in the fifth grade, they study 

United States history (California Department of Education, 2016; New York State 

Education Department, 2017; Texas Education Agency, 2010). This approach is criticized 

as limiting the development of student content knowledge and lacking disciplinary rigor 

(Bickmore, 1999; Halvorsen, 2009, 2013; NCSS, 2017).  
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 Brophy and Alleman (2002a, 2009) suggested an alternative curriculum which 

focuses on nine cultural universals, or “dimensions of daily life in all cultures” (2002a, p. 

104) around the world: food, clothing, shelter, communication, transportation, family 

living, money, government, and childhood. Each cultural universal is organized into a three 

to four week long transdisciplinary unit that includes a consideration of the universal in 

contemporary, historical, and geographical and cultural contexts; nonfiction and fiction 

literature; assignments for students to complete with their family; and discussion within 

and outside of the classroom. They argued that a cultural universals curriculum makes 

content meaningful to students by connecting it to their lives; makes the content easier to 

understand through the use of narrative structures, and exposes students to other cultural 

practices (Brophy & Alleman, 2009). 

 Finally, the College, Career, and Civic Life (C3) Framework for Social Studies 

State Standards (2013) aligns with the Kindergarten through 12th grade Common Core 

State Standards, as well as teaching and learning standards in each state. It is intended to 

“strengthen” existing state standards through a focus on inquiry in civics/government, 

economics, geography, and history. The framework is organized by four dimensions: 

developing questions and planning inquiries; applying disciplinary tools and concepts; 

evaluating sources and using evidence; and, communicating conclusion and taking 

informed action. 

Current status of elementary social studies education 

 The quality and amount of instructional time devoted to elementary social studies 

education is affected by a number of factors. Standardized testing, in particular, has a major 
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impact on the amount of time teachers spend on social studies (Boyle-Baise, Hsu, Johnson, 

Serriere & Stewart, 2008; Fitchett, Heafner & Lambert, 2014a, 2014b). It can also affect 

teachers’ perceptions of the subject’s importance (Fitchett, Heafner & VanFossen, 2014c; 

Goodman & Adler, 1985; VanFossen, 2005), create pressure from administrators 

(Anderson, 2014), and cause teachers to use subject integration (Bolick, Adams & Willox, 

2010; Boyle-Baise et al., 2008; Fitchett et al., 2014c; Levstik, 2008; Thornton & Houser, 

1996). Other factors which can negatively impact social studies include a lack of teacher 

pedagogical content knowledge and professional development opportunities 

(VanSledright, 2002; Zhao & Hoge, 2005). 

As previously discussed, instructional time allotted for social studies in elementary 

classrooms has decreased (Barton & Levstik, 2004; Fitchett & Heafner, 2010; Fitchett et 

al., 2014c; VanFossen, 2005). While there are a number of factors that contribute to this 

marginalization, standardized testing policies play a significant role in the amount of time 

elementary teachers devote to social studies instruction (Boyle-Baise et al., 2008; Fitchett 

et al., 2014a, 2014b). The Center on Educational Policy (2008) conducted a study on 

elementary instructional time following the 2001 passage of the No Child Left Behind 

(NCLB) Act. The study found that instructional time for social studies in elementary 

schools has decreased by an average of 76 minutes a week, while instructional time for 

tested subjects such as math and language arts has increased. Meanwhile, upper elementary 

teachers in states that do include testing in elementary social studies tend to devote more 

instructional time to the subject (Fitchett et al., 2014a, 2014b; Fitchett et al., 2014c). 
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A lack of testing in elementary social studies may give teachers the impression that 

it is not as important as other content areas, leading them to devote less instructional time 

to the subject (Fitchett et al., 2014c; Goodman & Adler, 1985; VanFossen, 2005). 

Administrators can also pressure teachers to spend less time on social studies in favor of 

tested subjects, though conversely, principals can also mandate that teachers set aside 

designated time for social studies (Anderson, 2014). 

One common way that elementary teachers fit in social studies instruction is 

through subject integration. Elementary teachers frequently integrate social studies into 

language arts (Bolick et al., 2010; Boyle-Baise et al., 2008; Fitchett et al., 2014c; Levstik, 

2008; Thornton & Houser, 1996). However, when integrating the two subjects, reading 

objectives can be prioritized over social studies learning, resulting in disjointed or 

superficial coverage of social studies content matter (Boyle-Baise et al., 2008; Levstik, 

2008; Silva & Mason, 2003; Thornton & Houser, 1996). Skillful elementary teachers can 

successfully integrate social studies and language arts in a way that supports meaningful 

learning in both subjects (e.g. Bauml, Field & Ledbetter, 2013; Cowhey, 2006) yet Levstik 

(2008) concluded that such instances are the exception, rather than the rule.  

Elementary teachers’ beliefs about social studies 

Elementary teachers and preservice teachers hold a wide and sometimes 

“confusing” (Thornton & Houser, 1996, p. 33) variety of beliefs about the aims and 

purposes of social studies education. Goodman and Adler (1985) urged social studies 

educators to have “clear conceptions of and goals of social studies education… [and] focus 

on how these goals and ideas can be manifested” (p. 17). Brophy and Alleman (2009) 
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similarly stated that elementary teachers need to clarify their priorities for social studies in 

terms of their social education goals and implications for the curriculum. This lack of 

clarity or consensus may partially account for the subject’s marginalization (Brophy & 

Alleman, 2009; Silva & Mason, 2003; VanFossen, 2005). 

Oftentimes, elementary teachers are ill-prepared to teach social studies, lacking 

both the content knowledge and the ability to assess and use instructional resources in ways 

that enhance students’ learning (Brophy & Alleman, 2009). As a result, elementary 

teachers will often rely on the content in their textbooks (Brophy & Alleman, 2009; Kon, 

1995; Sunal & Sunal, 2008; Zhao & Hoge, 2005). This can be problematic because upper 

elementary textbooks often cover content as a set of disjointed facts and/or in a superficial 

manner (Brophy & Alleman, 2009; Brown & Brown, 2010; Pace, 2011). For instance, 

Brown and Brown (2010) conducted a literary analysis of how United States History 

textbooks depicted racial violence against African Americans. This included four, fifth 

grade textbooks. Brown and Brown (2010) found that the textbooks depicted racial 

violence as “deinstitutionalized acts undertaken by ‘bad’ men” (p. 45) with only vague 

explanations of the institutional structures, sociopolitical contexts, and effects of violence. 

High stakes testing mandates can have a significant impact on elementary teachers’ 

beliefs about social studies. Social studies is the least tested core subject in elementary 

school, which may explain why some elementary teachers simply consider social studies 

to be a “nonsubject” (Fitchett et al., 2014c; Goodman & Adler, 1985; VanFossen, 2005). 

Also as an influence of testing, some elementary teachers and preservice teachers perceive 
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social studies as nothing more than a way for students to develop literacy skills through 

subject integration (Levstik, 2008; VanFossen, 2005). 

Many teachers and preservice teachers believe social studies education should 

focus on civic learning. In a survey of approximately 600 elementary school teachers, 

VanFossen (2005) found that the most common rationale the respondents gave for teaching 

social studies was related to citizenship education. However, the vast majority of teachers 

in this study who gave citizenship education as their primary goal included only a vague 

and superficial reference to citizenship, without any explanation of how social studies can 

further that goal.  

VanFossen’s (2005) study, along with Goodman and Adler’s (1985) and Ross and 

Yeager’s (1999) studies of elementary preservice teachers, reveal that teachers hold a 

variety of understandings and approaches to citizenship education. Some teachers believe 

that the purpose of social studies is to indoctrinate students to be “good” citizens who are 

uncritically loyal and patriotic (Goodman & Adler, 1985). Similarly, many teachers see the 

main goal of social studies as preparing students to be law-abiding, responsible, and loyal 

citizens (VanFossen, 2005). This occurs through the transmission of civic knowledge, such 

as the structures and functions of government, and/or individual democratic dispositions 

(e.g. personal responsibility and honesty) and actions (e.g. volunteering or recycling) 

(Goodman & Adler, 1985; Ross & Yeager, 1999; VanFossen, 2005). These forms of civic 

education may be inadequate for developing student agency and future political 

participation. For example, while community engagement is an important part of 

democratic civic life, Westheimer and Kahne (2004) noted that many school-based 
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community service programs subscribe to “a vision of citizenship devoid of politics” (p. 

243). Focusing on community service can be used as a way to circumvent democratic 

educational experiences such as discussion about politics and policy, the need for larger-

scale collective action (and how to effect it), and analysis about the root causes of social 

problems (Westheimer & Kahne, 2004). 

Other elementary teachers and preservice teachers hold a more in-depth and 

sophisticated view of democratic citizenship. They view democracy and education for 

democratic citizenship as an ongoing process (Ross & Yeager, 1999) where students learn 

ways of living and working together (Ross & Yeager, 1999; Van Fossen, 2005) to improve 

society (Goodman & Adler, 1985). These teachers have a clear view of how to achieve 

these goals (Goodman & Adler, 1985; VanFossen, 2005).  

Elementary civic education 

One of the most popular and enduring aims of public education in the United States 

is to prepare students for citizenship in a democracy (e.g. Anderson et al., 1997; Barton & 

Levstik, 2004; Dewey, 1916; Parker, 2003). However, the nature and purpose of civic 

education is widely debated by educators, scholars, and the public (Apple, 2014; Knight-

Abowitz & Harnish, 2006; Labaree, 1997; Parker, 2003). It is important to take note of 

how democratic civic education is conceptualized and taught in elementary classrooms to 

understand its ultimate aims—that is, what kind of citizen schools are trying to mold. 

Elementary teachers’ civic pedagogical content knowledge 

 Pedagogical content knowledge (PCK) refers to knowledge that goes beyond the 

content of the subject to knowledge that “embodies the aspects of content most germane to 
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its teachability” (Shulman, 1986, p. 9); in other words, how teachers relate their knowledge 

of subject matter (content) to their knowledge of teaching (pedagogy). Silva and Mason 

(2003) claimed that PCK requires teachers to be skillful pedagogical and curriculum 

decision makers who “integrate and craft content, context, students, self, and pedagogy in 

unique ways” (p. 371). For elementary civic PCK, teachers must be able to make 

connections between the civic knowledge, skills, and dispositions students need to be 

active and participatory citizens; and the curriculum and pedagogy teachers learn in their 

teacher education courses (Patrick & Vontz, 2001; Silva & Mason, 2003).  

Oftentimes, elementary teachers may have weak understandings of democracy and 

citizenship (Goodman & Adler, 1985; Ross & Yeager, 1999; Silva & Mason, 2003) that 

limit their own knowledge about how to educate students about citizenship. Elementary 

teachers may also lack the knowledge of how to achieve their civic learning goals for their 

students (Brophy & Alleman, 2002a, 2009; VanFossen, 2005). This is likely due to 

inadequate preparation in their university social studies methods courses (Fitchett et al., 

2014c; Silva & Mason, 2003). As a result, teachers may teach a superficial form of civic 

education that focuses solely on the knowledge and skills students need to be “good” 

citizens, or disregard social studies altogether (Goodman & Adler, 1985; VanFossen, 

2005). 

Democratic civic knowledge, dispositions, and skills in elementary social studies 

standards and classrooms 

Democratic civic education encompasses the teaching and learning of the 

knowledge, dispositions, and skills necessary for maintaining, supporting, and 
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participating in a democracy
4

 (Kahne & Middaugh, 2008; Levine, 2007; Parker, 2003; 

Torney-Purta & Lopez, 2006). In elementary schools, the ways that knowledge, 

dispositions, and skills are taught and emphasized can vary widely from classroom to 

classroom (Brophy, 1993; Brophy & Alleman, 2009; VanFossen, 2005). This is due to a 

variety of complex factors that include teachers’ beliefs about the purposes of social 

studies, as described above (Goodman & Adler, 1985; Ross & Yeager, 1999; VanFossen, 

2005) as well as how they are represented in learning standards, curriculum, and/or 

textbooks (Thornton & Houser, 1996; Zhao & Hoge, 2005). 

Democratic civic knowledge 

Democratic civic knowledge consists of understanding democratic processes, the 

structures and functions of government, the practices of citizenship and the roles of its 

citizens, and the principles of democracy (Grant & VanSledright, 1996; Parker, 2003; 

Westheimer & Kahne, 2004). While it is not possible to identify the civic knowledge 

learning standards for each state, a review of elementary social studies learning standards 

for the three most populous states (California, Texas, and New York) shows many 

similarities. For instance, the type of civic knowledge in the lower elementary grades in all 

three states is primarily focused on identifying national holidays (such as Thanksgiving 

and Independence Day) and symbols (such as the American flag and the Statue of Liberty) 

as well as being able to recite the Pledge of Allegiance (California Department of 

                                                 
4  A note on terminology: civic education is not exclusive to a democracy, but can occur in all types of 

regimes. While this study will not always qualify civic education; civic learning; civic knowledge, 

dispositions, skills, etc. as “democratic”, it assumes that these take place within the context of educating 

students for civic life within a democracy. 
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Education, 2016; New York State Education Department, 2017; Texas Education Agency, 

2010). The upper grades add basic knowledge of the structures of government, political 

processes (such as how a bill becomes a law), and some of the rights guaranteed by the 

United States Constitution (such as freedom of speech) (California Department of 

Education, 2016; New York State Education Department, 2017; Texas Education Agency, 

2010). 

In elementary social studies, teachers in the upper grades are far more likely than 

those in the lower grades to emphasize teaching content knowledge over dispositions or 

skills (VanFossen, 2005). Brophy and Alleman (2008) did note, however, that early 

elementary students are often interested in learning democratic knowledge when they can 

connect it to their own lives; for instance, that the government provides facilities and 

services (such as roads and clean drinking water) that they use every day. 

Democratic civic dispositions 

Democratic civic values and dispositions refer to the values of a civil society and 

dispositions of its citizens that are necessary to the healthy functioning of a democracy 

(Knight-Abowitz & Harnish, 2006). The most basic democratic civic values include 

justice, equal opportunity, diversity, and the common good, while the democratic 

dispositions that support those values include honesty, civility, responsibility, and 

fairness (Branson, 1998; Carr, 2011; Gutmann, 1987; Levine, 2007; Patrick & Vontz, 

2001). 

Dewey (1916) argued that schools have a moral responsibility to teach students the 

dispositions they need for effective participation in a democracy; classrooms are a 
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microcosm of society where students practice living and working together towards a 

common good. In elementary schools, democratic values and dispositions are often taught 

outside of social studies instructional time through character or moral education. They are 

also implicitly taught through daily classroom practices, such as learning to speak 

respectfully to other students and teachers, demonstrate responsibility by turning in 

homework, and share classroom materials equally and fairly (Mitra & Serriere, 2015; 

Parker, 2008; Payne, 2013). 

The California, Texas, and New York state learning standards for elementary social 

studies list many of the same democratic values and dispositions. They all include the 

qualities for being what Westheimer and Kahne (2004) termed a personally responsible 

citizen. This is a person who “acts responsibly in his/her community” (p. 242) through such 

acts as paying taxes, obeying laws, and volunteering. All three state learning standards 

make references to individual responsibility, following rules, and obeying laws. They also 

name characteristics/traits of a good citizen, including “honesty, courage, determination, 

individual responsibility and patriotism” (California Department of Education, 2016, p. 3); 

“truthfulness, justice, equality, respect for oneself and others, [and] responsibility in daily 

life” (Texas Education Agency, 2010); and “respecting others, behaving honestly, helping 

others, obeying rules and laws, being informed, and sharing needed resources” (New York 

State Education Department, 2017, p. 24). 

Democratic civic skills 

  Democratic civic skills can be cognitive (i.e. knowing), participatory (i.e. doing) or 

both (Parker, 2003; Patrick & Vontz, 2001). Cognitive skills include being able to identify, 
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describe, analyze, and explain civic events and issues, take positions on public events and 

issues, and thinking critically and constructively about how to improve civic life (Patrick 

& Vontz, 2001). Participatory skills include interacting with others to promote personal 

and common interests, discussing and deliberating issues, taking action to improve civic 

life, and influencing policy decisions on public issues (Patrick & Vontz, 2001).  

 The civic skills listed in the elementary social studies standards in California, New 

York, and Texas primarily focus on individual and collective problem solving, such as 

identifying a problem, gathering information, deliberating options, and taking action 

(California Department of Education, 2016; New York State Education Department, 2017; 

Texas Education Agency, 2010). The fifth grade social studies standards in Texas also 

include understanding how to contact government officials (California Department of 

Education, 2016; Texas Education Agency, 2010). 

Elementary student civic efficacy, empowerment, and engagement 

Compared to official learning standards, Mitra and Serriere (2015) painted a much 

more complex picture of elementary civic learning. They criticized the ways that civic 

engagement is often taught in elementary schools as a “value of the week” or with an 

emphasis on one “right” way to solve problems. In line with the National Council for the 

Social Studies’ (2009b) vision of powerful and purposeful teaching and learning in 

elementary social studies, Brophy and Alleman (2002b) recommended that elementary 

students be given the opportunity to connect civic learning to their own lives, including 

learning how to collectively work together to address public problems. 
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Elementary students begin to develop political and civic efficacy in the early grades 

(Journell et al., 2012). Political efficacy is the belief that it is possible to influence 

government processes (Serriere, 2014).  Civic efficacy is closely related to political 

efficacy, but is broader in the sense that someone with civic efficacy can not only affect 

government processes, but create change within the larger public sphere as well (Serriere, 

2014). For young people, civic efficacy involves “taking a stance on issues that matter to 

them and knowing that their actions can make a difference” (Serriere, 2014, p. 46). It is a 

form of agency that empowers young people. For instance, as I write this, hundreds of 

thousands of students across the country are participating in the March for Our Lives to 

advocate for stricter gun laws. On a school level, elementary students have used civic 

efficacy to bring a salad bar to their school (Serriere, 2014) and reduce waste through a 

school-wide initiative (Brophy & Alleman, 2002b; Mitra & Serriere, 2015). Even very 

young students can begin develop civic efficacy and agency in their own classrooms by 

collective problem solving (Adair, 2014; Paley, 1992; Payne, 2015). 

Elementary schools can either inhibit or empower students to make a difference. 

This happens through the wise practices of teachers, which includes a broader view of 

education that extends beyond the curriculum and mandated tests (Barton, 2005; Libresco, 

2005), constant reflection (Barton, 2005) and engaging students in discussion about current 

events and political issues (Angell & Avery, 1992; Journell et al., 2012; Koeppen, 2001; 

Mayes, Mitra & Serriere, 2016). This requires skillful teachers who both connect civic 

learning to students’ lives while consciously positioning them as citizens who can make a 
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difference (Koeppen, 2001; Mayes, Mitra & Serriere, 2016; Mitra & Serriere, 2015). In the 

following section, I review the literature on elections and media education. 

ELECTIONS AND MEDIA 

As discussed in the first chapter of this study, the current political climate presents 

unique challenges for teachers and students, particularly in the wake of the 2016 

presidential election. Despite the subject’s obvious relevance to social studies education, 

little is known about how teachers address elections with their students, with almost no 

research at the elementary level. In this section, I begin with an exploration of why teachers 

may not include election pedagogy in their instruction. Next, I explain the benefits of 

teaching about elections. Then, I review teachers’ pedagogical choices for teaching about 

elections by applying existing research into teaching about controversial political issues. I 

then provide a brief look at media’s role in elections as a rationale for including media 

literacy in civic education. I conclude with a discussion of what little is known about 

teaching media literacy in elementary schools for civic learning purposes.  

Barriers to teaching about elections 

There are a number of reasons why teachers may choose not to include elections or 

other political events in their instruction. First, although teachers may believe that 

knowledge of politics and current events is a fundamental component of their vision for 

social studies education, they often lack the basic knowledge they need to teach about 

politics (Journell, 2013). In a study of middle and high school preservice teachers, Journell 

(2013) found that the vast majority of the participants had major deficiencies in their 

knowledge of governmental institutions and processes, political parties, and current 
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political events; middle school preservice teachers scored far lower than high school 

teachers in every category. 

Social studies teachers may also lack the pedagogical content knowledge they need. 

As previously discussed, pedagogical content knowledge (PCK) refers to knowledge that 

goes beyond the content of the subject to knowledge that “embodies the aspects of content 

most germane to its teachability” (Shulman, 1986, p. 9); in other words, how teachers relate 

their knowledge of subject matter to their knowledge of teaching. Elementary preservice 

teachers may have weak understandings or deficits in civic pedagogical content knowledge 

(Ross & Yeager, 1999; Silva & Mason, 2003). Journell (2010, 2011a, 2013, 2017) noted 

that secondary social studies teachers also tend to receive little guidance on how to teach 

about politics or current political events, even within the official curricula for government 

and civics courses.  

Because presidential elections only occur every four years, many teachers have 

little to no experience teaching about them (Journell, 2017). Combined with knowledge 

deficits about the subject, it is unsurprising that teachers may not feel confident about 

including politics or current events into their curriculum. This lack of confidence can 

translate to fewer opportunities for substantive discussion about politics and current events 

in the classrooms (Journell, 2017). 

Another reason why teachers may not address elections and political events could 

be due to the marginalization of social studies education in general. Instructional time for 

social studies has been minimized, particularly in the elementary grades (Barton & Levstik, 

2004; Fitchett & Heafner, 2010; Fitchett et al., 2014c; VanFossen, 2005). This is largely 
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due to the rise of standardized testing in the wake of the No Child Left Behind (NCLB) 

Act of 2001 (Boyle-Baise et al., 2008; Fitchett et al., 2014a, 2014b). Elementary teachers 

are already challenged to include all four core subjects in their daily instruction (Fitchett 

& Heafner, 2010; VanFossen, 2005), which can leave little time for in-depth exploration 

into non-tested content (Levstik, 2008) such as elections. 

One common way that elementary teachers include social studies is by integrating 

it with language arts (Bolick et al., 2010; Boyle-Baise et al., 2008; Thornton & Houser, 

1996). However, Boyle-Baise et al. (2008) found, 

[E]specially in the primary grades, the incorporation of social studies into reading 

diminished serious, specific study of topics and time.… Integration was more like 

a robbing of content from social studies to benefit reading than an enrichment of 

both. It is alarming to think that critical events or issues are treated as fodder for 

reading comprehension. (p. 248) 

Although elementary teachers may use subject integration as a way to include more social 

studies, it can dilute the quality of the instruction by prioritizing reading comprehension 

and writing. If critical events or issues (such as elections) are covered in a superficial 

manner, rather than an in-depth exploration or inquiry into the subject, it begs the question 

of whether or not students will gain any substantive understanding of the topic. 

As discussed, one barrier to teaching about elections in elementary social studies is 

that teachers may lack pedagogical content knowledge (Shulman, 1986) about politics and 

the political process. A second reason is that teachers may feel that they do not have enough 

time to devote to the subject. A third reason why teachers may not teach about the elections 
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is because of the contention and controversy that is often associated with them. According 

to Journell (2010), 

Even though issues deemed controversial are subject to interpretation... the very 

nature of politics, particularly in the United States where ideology tends to be 

stratified between the two major political parties, almost ensures that teachers who 

incorporate discussions of politics or political events in their classrooms will 

engage their students in topics that are deemed controversial. (p. 112) 

A teacher would be challenged to teach about the election in a way that avoids all topics 

that could be considered controversial, such as immigration policy, transgender rights, 

mass shootings, and police brutality. Many Americans have “sorted” themselves into 

politically and ideologically homogeneous communities, which can lead to extremist 

beliefs as well as intolerance and distrust for those who have different perspectives 

(Bishop, 2008; Hess & McAvoy, 2015). Ideological homogeneity in schools can similarly 

lead to political intolerance among students (Journell, 2012). Therefore, teachers may be 

hesitant to address topics that have multiple and competing stances for fear of backlash or 

accusations of indoctrination from parents, members of the community, and/or 

administrators (Hess, 2004; Journell, 2011b; Swalwell & Schweber, 2016) or 

disagreements among students (Journell, 2012). 

 Although the contention associated with the 2016 presidential election has affected 

teachers at all grade levels (Sondel et al., 2018; SPLC 2016a, 2016b), elementary teachers 

face additional challenges. One concern is the appropriateness of certain topics due to the 

students’ young ages. However, there are currently few empirical research studies in 
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elementary social studies education about issues of age-appropriateness. In one case study, 

Schweber (2008) concluded that a unit covering the atrocities of the Holocaust was not 

appropriate for third graders; the ideas were too complex for some students to understand, 

and too disturbing for those who could. In another case study, Bolgatz (2005) determined 

that fifth graders are capable of discussing and thinking critically about race-related topics; 

anecdotal evidence from Paley (1992) and Cowhey (2006) supported similar findings. 

Bickmore (1999) described how one teacher successfully incorporated conflict study into 

her fourth/fifth grade classroom; students did a broad range of activities around a number 

of topics, including the Hutu-Tutsi conflict in Rwanda, bullying, conflict over water 

resources, and the Arabi-Israeli conflict. Although Bickmore (1999) noted that there was 

little evidence that students completely understood the elements of conflict, or that these 

activities had lasting impacts on their civic development, the students were still able to 

think critically and constructively about complex social and political issues. Finally, 

Husband (2010) found that even early childhood students can engage in discussions around 

issues of race, power, and oppression. 

Evans, Avery and Pederson (1999) claimed that social studies teachers place 

cultural restraints on social issues they consider to be “taboo,” leading them to avoid or de-

emphasize topics because they perceive them to be too sensitive. In a survey of preservice 

teachers, the authors found that many of the most sensitive topics dealt with sex, race, and 

religion. It is logical to assume that there are more topics considered “taboo” for elementary 

students than secondary students because of their young ages. This was a relevant concern 

during the campaign as elementary teachers in particular had to decide whether or not to 
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address (for instance) Donald Trump’s offensive discourse about women and minorities, 

such as how he described forcing himself on women by grabbing them “by the pussy” and 

referred to Mexicans as “criminals and rapists.” Furthermore, some teachers may choose 

to avoid certain issues which could be offensive or harmful to students (Bolgatz, 2005; 

Evans et al., 1999; Hess & McAvoy, 2015). However, there are many political issues that 

are linked to students’ social circumstances, such as immigration and racial 

violence (Bickmore, 1999; Busey, 2016; Dabach, 2015; Hess & McAvoy, 2015; Husband, 

2010; Justice & Stanley, 2016; Sondel et al., 2018). Sondel et al. (2018) stated that when 

students experience these issues, teachers need to provide comfort to their students, create 

opportunities for students to process and express their emotions, and foster a sense of safety 

in their classrooms. Dabach (2015) added that teachers should be active allies to their 

students by breaching the norms of silence that contribute to status quo exclusions of 

marginalized populations.  

Benefits of teaching about elections 

 Despite the challenges, there are a number of benefits to including elections in the 

social studies curriculum. At its most basic level, students have the opportunity to decide 

which candidate they support. Making informed decisions about public issues is central to 

political engagement and empowerment (Gutmann & Thompson, 2003; Hess & McAvoy, 

2014; Jenkins et al., 2009; Parker, 2003).  

 Brophy and Alleman (2009) pointed out the value of including elections in 

elementary social studies. Young students may struggle with abstract ideas about 

government or “boring” concepts, such as how a bill becomes a law. Using elections can 



 34 

make students more responsive to lessons about the functions and basic reasons for 

government. Learning about the political process in a real-life context is more likely to 

engage students at all grade levels; the theoretical version of the political process that is 

found in most K-12 social studies textbooks often fails to capture the inherently dynamic 

nature of politics and the political process (Chilcoat & Ligon, 2000; Haas & Laughlin, 

2002; Journell, 2017; Parker, 2014; Stoddard, 2012).  

The dynamic nature of elections is characterized by policy questions which arise 

during the campaign. McAvoy and Hess (2013) classified policy questions as open (if there 

are multiple, competing, reasonable answers) or closed (if there is an agreed-upon answer). 

Different policy issues become relevant as policy questions become “open” or “closed”. 

Issues can “tip” from open to closed (or vice versa) over time. For instance, during the 

2008 presidential campaign, candidates debated about the “don’t ask, don’t tell” policy 

which banned openly gay men and women from serving in the military. Since its repeal in 

2010, this is now a closed policy issue. Meanwhile, the 2016 presidential campaign 

highlighted a number of open policy issues that impact millions of Americans, such as 

mass incarceration, transgender rights, and immigration from Mexico and predominantly 

Muslim countries. While such topics may not be found in social studies textbooks, they are 

deeply relevant to many students’ lives. Using an issues-centered approach is not only more 

engaging for elementary students (Angell & Avery, 1992; Brophy & Alleman, 2009; 

Chilcoat & Ligon, 2000), it also educates them about important policy issues that affect 

their lives.  
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Finally, presenting democracy as fixed and static sends the implicit message that it 

can not be improved upon (Carr, 2011). According to Parker (2003), “Democratic living is 

not a given in nature, like gold or water. It is a social construct…. Accordingly, there can 

be no democracy without its builders, caretakers, and change agents: democratic citizens” 

(p. xvii). If democracy is seen as a dynamic concept that is constantly shaped and reshaped 

by its citizens (e.g. Carr, 2008, 2011; Dewey, 1916; Parker, 2003), it opens up possibilities 

for agency and activism. 

Election pedagogy 

Despite the potential benefits described above, little is known about how social 

studies teachers currently include elections in their instruction (Journell, 2017). Existing 

social studies research regarding teaching about elections is largely situated in secondary 

education (Hess, 2009; Hess & McAvoy, 2015; Journell, 2011a, 2011b, 2011c, 2012; 

McAvoy & Hess, 2013). However, literature about elections in elementary education is 

almost exclusively geared towards practitioners (Conrad, 2016; Cruz & O’Brien, 2012; 

Hass, 2004; Hass, Hatcher & Sunal, 2008; Journell et al., 2012; Mulrey, Ackerman, & 

Howson, 2012; Sullivan, 2015). This literature suggests that it is desirable for elementary 

teachers to address the election in an apolitical manner, in the sense that teachers attempt 

to remain politically neutral, unbiased, and removed from party politics (Collins English 

dictionary, n.d.). For example, the articles described ways that teachers may focus on the 

political process, the powers of the executive branch, desirable leadership qualities for a 

president, researching (but not evaluating) the candidates and their stances on major issues 

(Brophy & Alleman, 2009; Conrad, 2016; Cruz & O’Brien, 2012; Haas, 2004; Haas et al., 
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2008; Journell et al., 2012; Mulrey et al., 2012; Peer & Haas, 2002) as well as 

deconstructing political advertisements (Sullivan, 2015). While these kinds of activities 

teach important civic knowledge and/or skills, they are also ways that teachers can remain 

apolitical in their instruction while avoiding partisanship or controversy.  

While there is little existing research into teachers’ curricular-instructional 

choices regarding elections, there is a fair amount about teachers’ choices regarding the 

discussion of controversial issues. Hess (2009) defined controversial political issues as 

“questions about the kinds of public policies that should be adopted to address public 

problems” (p. 37). A presidential election is not, itself, a controversial issue, though they 

are usually rife with controversial political issues; for instance, candidates’ proposed 

policies to address illegal immigration or mass incarceration. Though elections are not 

controversial political issues, research about controversial political issues can help us 

think about the choices teachers make. Research conducted by Kelly (1986) and Hess 

(2004, 2005) in particular provide useful insight into the different approaches teachers 

assume.  

Avoidance (Hess, 2004, 2005), which Kelly (1986) termed exclusive neutrality, 

occurs when teachers avoid the issue altogether. Hess (2004, 2005) and Kelly (1986) 

identified two main reasons why teachers choose to avoid a subject. First, they may be 

concerned that the subject (such as abortion or the death penalty) is too volatile and will 

cause disruption. Second, a teacher may feel so strongly about the issue that they believe 

they can not give a fair or impartial hearing about different points of view. In the latter 
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instance, McAvoy and Hess (2013) conceded that avoidance is best in order to not suppress 

student engagement or discussion. 

Privilege (Hess, 2004, 2004), which Kelly (1986) termed exclusive partiality, 

occurs when teachers attempt to convince students to accept one position over another. 

This can be obvious if teachers explicitly state their positions. It can also occur more subtly 

when teachers “stack the deck” through acts such as selecting materials that support one 

position over another, praising students’ responses that support the position, or choosing 

the most articulate students to represent the position in a class debate (Kelly, 1986).  In a 

study of six high school government teachers during the 2008 election, Journell (2011b) 

found that one of the teachers used a privileged stance by presenting his own opinions as 

facts and frequently putting down any contradictory viewpoints expressed by his students. 

A privileged viewpoint creates legitimate concerns that the teacher is attempting to 

indoctrinate students (Hess, 2004, 2005), though Journell (2011b) concluded in his study 

that none of the students appeared unduly influenced or upset by the teacher stating his 

political preferences. However, Engle and Ochoa (1988) claimed that elementary students 

are more influenced by authority figures than older students, so it is possible that 

elementary students are more susceptible to adopting their teachers’ political views. 

Balance (Hess, 2004, 2005), or what Kelly (1989) called neutral impartiality, is 

when a teacher teaches about an issue in a way that does not favor any one perspective. In 

this case, teachers make it clear to their students that they will not disclose their own 

perspectives, although they may play devil’s advocate (Kelly, 1986). Using this approach, 

the teacher provides a “best case, fair hearing of competing points of view” (Kelly, 1989, 



 38 

p. 132). This is a commonly used approach by many social studies teachers (Hess, 2002, 

2009; Journell, 2011b), yet it can be problematic.  Hess and McAvoy (2015) noted that 

although a balanced approach may seem appealing to many educators, some issues (such 

as climate change) are empirically proven and therefore not genuinely controversial, so 

presenting them as such can be actively harmful to students’ knowledge acquisition. 

Furthermore, even when teachers believe they are being neutral, they often subconsciously 

let their feelings be known through their comments or by presenting opinions as facts 

(Journell, 2011b; Niemi & Niemi, 2007). In Journell’s (2011b) study of six high school 

government teachers during the 2008 presidential campaign, four of the teachers chose a 

balanced stance. Based on his study of these teachers, Journell (2011b) argued that teachers 

who attempt to be neutral inevitably articulate their political views in a way that comes 

across as factual; this may influence students’ beliefs even more than if the teachers had 

simply disclosed their views in the first place. 

Whether choosing a political candidate or taking a position for a controversial 

political issue, teachers have to decide whether or not to disclose their own political beliefs. 

They can avoid the topic altogether, privilege one position (or candidate) over another, or 

not reveal their preferences in an attempt to remain neutral. Kelly (1986) suggested [and 

Journell (2011b) concurred] that teachers should use a committed impartiality stance, 

where they disclose their own positions in a way that allows for a “best case, fair hearing” 

(Kelly 1989, p. 132) for other positions. In this way, teachers can model appropriate civic 

discourse for their students (Kelly, 1986), which is especially important in a time of 

“increased tension [and] less community… [where] students are tense, have lost trust in 
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each other and are struggling to get along” (SPLC, 2016b, p. 9) in the aftermath of the 2016 

presidential election. 

The role of media in elections 

 Teaching about elections necessitates an examination of the role of media in the 

political process. The media is a tool of civic life, affecting how people gather and 

disseminate information, deliberate, and participate within a democracy. The vast majority 

of voters form their opinions about candidates and issues (including which issues should 

be given attention) based in part on what they see, hear and read in mainstream mass media 

(Carr & Porfilio, 2011).  

The political polarization in the United States (McAvoy & Hess, 2013; Pew 

Research Center, 2017b) problematizes media’s civic role. Americans are most likely to 

get their news from sources that will confirm their personal beliefs (Clark & Avery, 2016; 

Gottfried et al., 2017). People are more likely to trust reporters whose ideological beliefs 

match their own, which incentivizes the networks to hire reporters who espouse those 

ideologies (Stone, 2011). As a result, television news networks have become more 

polarized as well (Burke, 2008; Mitchell, Gottfried, Kiley & Matsa, 2014). 

Americans have increasingly turned to social media for their political news. During 

the 2016 presidential campaign, a Pew survey found that 44% of U.S. adults got news about 

the presidential election in the past week from social media, outpacing both local and 

national print newspapers (Pew Research Center, 2016a). Another survey conducted the 

following year found that 78% of adults ages 18-49 get their news from social media. The 

study revealed that 74% of Twitter users get their news from Twitter, an increase of 15% 
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from 2016 to 2017. While much of this is undoubtedly due to candidate and now President 

Trump using Twitter to make announcements multiple times a day, the number of users 

who get information from other social media sites has increased across the board as well 

(Shearer & Gottfried, 2017). This has created serious problems. Eighty-four percent of 

Americans surveyed right after the 2016 general election felt confident that they could 

detect “fake news”, yet twenty-three percent said that they have (knowingly or 

unknowingly) shared a made-up news story online (Barthel, Mitchell & Holcomb, 2016).  

The ability to judge political claims is an educational imperative (Clark & Avery, 

2016; Kahne & Bowyer, 2017). Inaccurate political information is both more common and 

more difficult to detect (Crocco, Halvorsen, Jacobsen & Segall, 2017). Kahne and Bowyer 

(2017) have attributed this to the rise of political polarization, as well as changes in the 

media environment which allow people to create and share information (and 

disinformation). These changes, combined with information filters, polarized media 

sources, and fake news, make media literacy a crucial skill for modern civic life (Busey, 

2016; Crocco et al., 2017; Kahne & Bowyer, 2017; NCSS, 2016). 

The National Council for the Social Studies (2009a) has stated that media has an 

influential role over young people’s notions of citizenship and social responsibility. The 

ubiquity of technology and media in young people’s lives, and the nationwide decrease in 

social studies instruction time (Barton & Levstik, 2004; Fitchett & Heafner, 2010; Fitchett 

et al., 2014c; VanFossen, 2005), means that many students get much of their political 

information through the media (Kahne & Middaugh, 2008; Macedo, 2007; Marchi, 2016; 

Mihailidis, 2009; Silverblatt, 2004). This can influence students’ political decision making 
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and their understanding of the political process (Busey, 2016; Carr & Porfilio, 2011; 

Friedman, 2006; Youngbauer, 2011).  

Teaching media literacy skills to young people is especially essential during 

campaigns, when the public is inundated with a constant stream of information about 

candidates and issues through a multitude of different media, including social networking 

sites. Students must learn how to make sense of that information in order to judge its truth 

and accuracy. 

Media literacy as a core competency for civic learning 

Media literacy is traditionally defined as the ability to access, analyze, evaluate and 

communicate (or create) messages in a variety of forms (Aufderheidre & Firestone, 1993; 

Hobbs, 2004; Kellner & Share, 2007; NCSS, 2009b). A study conducted by the Stanford 

History Education Group found that across the board, middle school through college 

students failed at civic online reasoning, or “the ability to judge the credibility of 

information that floods young people’s smartphones, tablets, and computers (2016, p. 3). 

The study recommended that media literacy should be explicitly taught in schools, starting 

in the elementary grades.  

Since the 1990s, media literacy education has been integrated into K-12 curriculum 

in the United States through a multitude of subjects, including fine arts, health education, 

and language and literacy. In 1998, Texas became the first state to include media literacy 

in its language arts standards, and other states shortly followed (Hobbs, 2004). Today, 

every state in the United States has some mention of media education in their standards 

(Baker, n.d.). However, media literacy education in general is largely absent, or only 
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superficially represented, in K-12 civic education standards and curricula (Stoddard, 2014). 

Stoddard (2014) noted that there are disconnects between how citizenship education is 

typically taught in K-12 schools in the United States, and how media is used for digital 

democratic citizenship and civic engagement in the “real world”. The existing standards 

typically fail to address media’s role in civic life, such as within the context of non-

historical (contemporary) politics, political issues, or elections (Stoddard, 2012); instead, 

media standards for civic education are often limited to a “watered down”, uncritical and 

apolitical examination of election advertisements (Kubey, 2004; Stoddard, 2014) or from 

a historical perspective (Youngbauer, 2011). 

This research study took place in two fifth grade classrooms in Texas. Texas is one 

of the few states that has not adopted the Common Core State Standards. The official 

learning standards of Texas are known as the TEKS (Texas Essential Knowledge and 

Skills).5 The current elementary TEKS only include one media literacy standard in 

language arts, and none in social studies. Media’s civic role is confined to one standard in 

U. S. Government, a one semester mandatory social studies course that students 

traditionally take in their senior year of high school, which asks students to consider the 

impact of media on the American political system (Texas Education Agency, 2010). 

The Common Core standards, which are currently used in 42 states, include 

multiple references to media (National Governors Association & Council of Chief State 

School Officers, 2010). The National Governors Association (NGA) and Council of Chief 

                                                 
5 Commonly abbreviated as the TEKS (Texas Essential Knowledge and Skills). This paper uses the 

vernacular employed by educators by referring to a single standard as a “TEK.” 
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State School Officers (CCSSO) published the Common Core state standards in 2010. A 

key design consideration for the English Language Arts standards (which include Literacy 

in History/Social Studies, Science, and Technical Subjects) was the inclusion of research 

and media skills standards embedded throughout the standards (National Governors 

Association & Council of Chief State School Officers, 2010). The introduction to the 

standards states, 

To be ready for college, workforce training, and life in a technological society, 

students need the ability to gather, comprehend, evaluate, synthesize, and report on 

information and ideas, to conduct original research in order to answer questions or 

solve problems, and to analyze and create a high volume and extensive range of 

print and nonprint texts in media forms old and new. (p. 4) 

While many of the standards address these skills, they often seem to almost incidentally 

include media texts. This is seen throughout the English Language Arts standards. As a 

representative example, a fifth grade speaking and listening standard states, 

Summarize a written text read aloud or information presented in diverse media and 

formats, including visually, quantitatively, and orally. (CCSS.ELA-

Literacy.SL.5.2) 

Marshall McLuhan, one of the founders of media theory, stated that “the medium is the 

message” (1964). The medium—whether a televised news broadcast, a Tweet, or a press 

release from the White House—influences how the message is perceived. Additionally, 

“the personal and social consequences of any medium—that is of any extension of 

ourselves—result from the new scale that is introduced into our affairs by each extension 
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of ourselves, or by any new technology” (p. 7). By merely asking for a summary of a text, 

standards such as these delineate a static and limited form of media literacy that neither 

acknowledges the social, historical, and cultural implications of different media texts, nor 

recognizes media’s role in shaping society and culture. In addition, a neutral approach to 

media supports the notion that the media is unbiased, truthful, and therefore trustworthy 

(Carr & Porfilio, 2014). To counter these problems, students need to learn a critical 

approach to media literacy. 

Based upon a framework developed by the Center for Media Literacy (n.d.), Kellner 

and Share (2005) delineated 5 core concepts of critical media literacy: 

Principle of Non-transparency: All media messages are “constructed” 

Content and Message: Media have embedded values and points of view 

Codes and Conventions: Media messages are constructed using a creative language 

with its own rules 

Audience: Different people experience the same media message differently 

Motivation and Political Economy: Media are organized to gain profit and/or power 

(pp. 374-377) 

The foundation of critical media literacy lies in the principle of non-transparency. 

This is the notion that all messages are constructed by specific people and for specific 

purposes, which challenges the conception of media as transparent and unproblematic 

(Kellner & Share, 2005; Mihailidis, 2014). The concept of content and message, which 

asserts that media have embedded values and points of views, aligns with the fundamental 

premise of critical literacy that all texts contain ideologies and values, whether explicitly 
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or implicitly conveyed (Freire, 1970; Freire & Macedo, 1987; Kellner & Share, 2005). The 

creators of texts make deliberate choices in how they will represent these ideologies and 

values using different codes and conventions; readers, in turn, decide how they will 

interpret those texts (Kellner & Share, 2005; Yosso, 2000). These processes are deeply 

contextual; texts are constructed within particular social, historical, cultural and political 

contexts (Knight & Marciano, 2013; Mihailidis & Thevenin, 2013; Semali, 2003), and 

readers construct meaning from the texts, or create their own, based on their own personal 

identities, experiences, and contexts. This aligns with the core critical media literacy 

concept of audience, that people experience the same media message differently, from 

different perspectives (Kellner & Share, 2005). Using a critical media literacy pedagogy, 

students learn to interrogate media texts to uncover ideological and political messages 

(both implicit and explicit), recognize the privileging and omission of viewpoints, and 

identify misrepresentations and stereotypes (Busey, 2016; Carr, 2011; Feezell, Kahne & 

Lee, 2012; Hamot, Shiveley & VanFossen, 1998; Hobbs & Frost, 2003; Kellner & Share, 

2007; Yosso, 2000). 

In the United States, a well-educated public has long been seen as a safeguard for 

democracy (e.g. Dewey, 1916; Parker, 2003). This requires a critical understanding of the 

mediated discourses and narratives that permeate civic life, and the ability to unpack, 

analyze, and evaluate them. Critical media literacy skills are crucial in a time when the 

United States is experiencing major political polarization (McAvoy & Hess, 2013), which 

is reflected in the media texts that inform our civic participation. In a previous era of 

political polarization in the United States, Martin Luther King, Jr. (1947) wrote, 
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We are prone to let our mental life become invaded by legions of half truths, 

prejudices, and propaganda… To save man from the morass of propaganda, in my 

opinion, is one of the chief aims of education. Education must enable one to sift 

and weigh evidence, to discern the true from the false, the real from the unreal, and 

the facts from the fiction. 

King recognized the power of public communication to manipulate people through the 

spread of disinformation and the sustenance of prejudice. However, education has an even 

greater power to “save” people from that abuse by teaching them how to critically analyze 

and evaluate the messages they receive. When students learn to uncover bias and deception, 

challenge the people and institutions who use it, and create their own civic messages, they 

are actively helping to create a more enlightened democratic citizenry. 

Media literacy in elementary civic education 

Despite media’s role in civic life and learning, there is a distinct lack of research 

into how media literacy is being taught for civic purposes in elementary classrooms. 

Baildon and Baildon (2012) described a research project with fourth graders about how 

humans impact the environment. Students learned media literacy skills to assess the 

trustworthiness, readability, and usefulness of different media texts. Krutka (2017) has 

created a framework for learning about current events and media through a process that 

involves identifying a current social issue; using transmedia judgement to investigate and 

appraise the reliability and credibility of different media texts about the issue; synthesizing 

different media sources; and “remixing” the sources to create their own media about the 

issue. He used this framework with fifth grade students to investigate the issue of 
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homelessness. Sullivan (2015) described using election advertisements in a fifth grade 

classroom to teach students media literacy skills. LeCompte, Blevins and Ray (2017) 

recently conducted a study with upper elementary and middle school students where 

students interrogate media texts through the five core concepts of media literacy previously 

described in this chapter (Center for Media Literacy, n.d.).   

Journell et al. (2012) wrote another article that provides suggestions for how 

elementary students can use critical media literacy to research presidential candidates. 

They asserted that presidential campaigns provide a multitude of authentic democratic civic 

learning experiences for elementary age students, including critically examining and 

analyzing mediated information, as well as recognizing that no source (including teachers) 

is ever neutral. They noted that students begin to develop political efficacy at a young age, 

and enter the classroom with some civic knowledge and prior exposure to political media, 

as well as viewpoints, positions, and arguments about political issues. They suggested the 

following three questions to ask students when analyzing mediated information: 

1.  Is all of the information you have read consistent? (Do different sources 

say basically the same thing)? If not, what are the inconsistencies? 

2.  How do you decide which sources of information are the most reliable? 

3.  What other sources do you need to examine to get a more accurate 

portrait of the candidates and their positions? (p. 8) 

These are useful questions for students to develop and apply media literacy skills to 

political information during a presidential election. Furthermore, it makes media literacy 

education accessible to teachers and young students. 
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As discussed in the first chapter of this study, the 2016 presidential election raised 

many questions and challenges for teachers. In this section of the literature review, I 

explored existing research on elections. I offered reasons why teachers may choose not to 

include election pedagogy in their instruction and discussed the benefits of doing so. I 

applied existing research into teaching about controversial political issues to help think 

about teachers’ choices about presidential elections. I then examined media’s role in 

elections and provided a rationale for including media literacy in civic education. I 

concluded with a review of the little that is known about teaching media literacy in 

elementary schools for civic purposes. In the next section of this chapter, I turn to teacher 

decision making.  

TEACHER DECISION MAKING 

This study sought to understand the factors which influence elementary teachers’ 

decision making during and immediately after the 2016 presidential campaign. Teachers 

make curricular and pedagogical decisions every day. They serve as curricular-

instructional gatekeepers (Thornton, 1991) whose choices are influenced by an array of 

complex, overlapping, and interactive forces that directly and indirectly affect their 

decisions (Cornbleth, 1990; Grant, 2003). In this third and final section of the chapter, I 

first review Thornton’s (1989) theory of curricular-instructional gatekeeping. Next, I 

discuss the ways that Thornton and Cornbleth distinguish between different types of 

curricula, within and outside of actual classroom practices. I then review the most salient 

factors that impact teachers’ decision making, looking specifically at studies which occur 

within elementary education.   
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Teachers as curricular-instructional gatekeepers 

The official curriculum (learning standards, textbooks, assessments, and other 

materials selected and mandated by the district, state, and/or federal government) sets the 

guidelines for scope and sequence. However, the way teachers enact the curriculum varies 

from classroom to classroom. Thornton (1988, 2005) argued that the curriculum should be 

treated as an instrument to be manipulated, not just a plan to be mechanically implemented. 

Teachers can interpret and use the official curriculum in multiple ways; as curricular-

instructional gatekeepers, it is the responsibility of the teachers to make the curricular and 

pedagogical decisions about how they will do so (Thornton, 1989). Teachers are not always 

conscious of the decisions they make, but they are nonetheless constantly making 

decisions; it is inevitable (Thornton, 2005). 

         As gatekeepers, teachers are the decisive factor of the experiences students have in 

the social studies classroom (Thornton, 1989). In the late 1970s, the National Science 

Foundation conducted three exhaustive, nationwide studies of K-12 schools, particularly 

classroom practices. The findings were distributed to non-governmental independent 

organizations for analysis, including the National Council for the Social Studies. Their 

report concluded, 

The teachers' beliefs about schooling, his or her knowledge of the subject area and 

of available materials and techniques, how he or she decides to put these together 

for the classroom—out of that process of reflection and personal inclination comes 

the day by day classroom experiences of students. This is not to say that social 

studies classes are not affected by factors such as the characteristics of the students 
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enrolled, but only to emphasize that the teacher plays the primary structuring 

role.… When we try to describe what happens to students in social studies classes, 

then, the ever-present reality is the teachers, interacting with students and deciding, 

day by day and moment by moment, what will happen in class. (Shaver, Davis & 

Helburn, 1980, p. 5) 

The findings from this study and the National Science Foundation report supported 

Thornton’s (1989) assertion that social studies teachers’ frames of reference are major 

determinants in their decision-making about content, sequence, and instructional strategy. 

He identified three domains of gatekeeping: the meaning the teachers attribute to social 

studies, their planning, and their instruction, which are discussed in greater detail 

throughout this section. The most effective gatekeeping occurs when the teacher 

approaches the curriculum with a strong sense of purpose (interrelated to the meaning they 

attribute to the subject) that guides their planning and instruction (Barton & Levstik, 2004). 

Typologies of curriculum 

There are often discrepancies between what teachers intend to teach, what actually 

ensues in the classroom, and what students end up learning (Thornton, 1988). Although the 

three should be identical, that is not always the case in social studies. Thornton (1988) 

found several reasons for this. Sometimes, teachers’ stated aims for teaching social studies 

may not align with the lessons they actually plan; for example, a teacher may say that 

critical thinking is more important than content knowledge, but plan lessons that are 

teacher-led and textbook-based. In this case, students do not engage in higher level 

thinking, but are instead passive receivers of information through teacher lecture and 
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textbooks. Another reason for the discrepancy between teachers’ intentions and practices 

is that teachers may not successfully translate their curricular intentions into their actual 

classroom practices. Other times, the teachers’ goals for their students may be different 

from those of the school administrators. 

Cornbleth distinguished the “technical” curriculum (i.e. the official curriculum, as 

described above) from the “curriculum-in-use”, the actual curriculum teachers decide upon 

and enact. The ways teachers view, discuss, and think about curriculum have a major role 

in shaping how it is enacted in the classroom (Cornbleth, 1985, 1990). However, while 

Thornton (1989) described teachers as curricular-instructional gatekeepers who ultimately 

determine what is taught, and how, Cornbleth (1985) viewed students and teachers are 

equally engaged and committed in an ongoing social process shaped by multiple contextual 

factors both within and outside of the classroom. The curriculum-in-use is not a fixed plan 

or model; it is the day-to-day interactions between teachers, students, knowledge, and their 

environment (Cornbleth, 1985; Parker, 1984). Context and setting are an integral part of 

shaping and situating the curriculum, and as teachers engage in decision making, they 

should consider these many factors holistically, not in isolation. 

There are numerous contextual factors that affect teacher curriculum design and 

practice, which can be as micro as physical arrangements in classroom spaces or students 

leaving the classroom for “pull-out” programs (Cornbleth, 1990; Kon, 1995). Contexts can 

also be sociocultural, which includes demographic, social, political and economic 

conditions, traditions, and ideologies. According to Cornbleth (2008), “what happens in 

the community-society-world does influence what happens in school classrooms, shaping 
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what students do or do not have opportunities to learn and how and how well they are 

enabled to learn” (p. 2149). Even “echoes” of phenomena that are removed from the actual 

classroom—including social movements, media and public discourses, and historical 

events such as presidential elections or the terrorist attacks on September 11th, 2001—can 

impact teachers’ decision-making and practices. The effects these factors have on 

curriculum policy or practice are greatly influenced by the teachers, based on perceived 

expediency, practicality, feasibility, and compatibility with their personal values or 

priorities (Cornbleth, 2008).  

Influences on teacher decision making 

Teacher decision making is a complex process, and there are numerous interactive 

and overlapping contexts that can directly and indirectly affect their decisions (Cornbleth, 

1990; Grant, 2003). These influences can derive from educational policies, including 

curriculum standards, standardized tests, and curricular materials such as textbooks (Grant, 

2003). School climate affects teacher decision making as well (Cornbleth, 2001, 2010; 

Grant, 2003). Teachers decisions are also influenced by personal factors, such as their own 

experiences as learners and their beliefs about teaching and learning (Grant, 2003). In this 

section, I attend to each of these in turn, paying particular attention to those studies which 

focus specifically on elementary teachers. 

Policy influences 

Policy influences include curriculum standards, high-stakes assessments, and 

curricular materials (including textbooks) (Grant, 2003). Standards, testing, and textbooks 

are a prominent part of educators’ jobs. However, it is not clear how much of an impact 
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they have on teachers’ curricular-instructional decision making and actual classroom 

practices. Other scholars have argued that organizational and personal factors have a 

greater influence than policy factors (Barton, 2005; Grant, 2003; Libresco, 2005). 

Standardized assessments 

Standardized assessments can affect teachers in a multitude of ways, including their 

perceptions of what social studies content and/or skills are important and should be 

emphasized, which can result in teachers changing their curriculum and instruction to 

“teach to the test” (Au, 2007, 2009; Cornbleth, 2008; Grant & Salinas, 2008; Journell, 

2010; White, Sturtevant, & Dunlap, 2003; Wills, 2007). In elementary grades, this 

commonly occurs through the use of textbooks, worksheets, lecture, and other types of rote 

instruction (Fitchett et al., 2014c; Wills, 2007; Zhao & Hoge, 2005). Although educational 

policy is mandated at district, state, and/or federal levels, teachers are major determinants 

of the degree to which policies influence their classroom practices. 

As previously discussed, high-stakes testing in language arts and math means that 

the instructional time allotted to social studies in elementary schools is increasingly 

marginalized (Fitchett et al., 2014c; VanFossen, 2005). Fitchett et al. (2014b) found that a 

state’s testing policies in elementary social studies were significantly related to the amount 

of social studies instructional time. This is especially true in low-income schools, where 

teachers are more likely to reduce instructional time for social studies in favor of tested 

subjects like language arts and math (Au, 2007, 2009; Fitchett et al., 2014a, 2014b; Grant 

& Salinas, 2008; Kahne & Middaugh, 2008; Pace, 2008; Wills, 2007; Wills & Sandholtz, 

2009). Low-income schools can also be more susceptible to a narrowing of the curriculum 
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(Au, 2007) where teachers abandon high quality social studies instruction in favor of rote 

memorization of tested material (Wills, 2007). Meanwhile, students in more affluent 

schools may receive higher quality instruction that does not “teach to the test” because their 

teachers believe their students will inevitably perform well on standardized tests (Pace, 

2011). 

Curriculum standards 

Research into the impact of curriculum standards on elementary teachers’ decision 

making is mixed. In a national survey of almost 600 elementary teachers, VanFossen 

(2005) investigated their rationales for teaching social studies. The study found that the 

two strongest rationales upper elementary teachers gave were because of the importance of 

knowing specific content knowledge, and their beliefs regarding social studies as 

citizenship education. The least common rationales teachers gave were that the subject was 

required by state standards, or that it built the vocabulary and content knowledge which 

was required for the next year’s curriculum. Conversely, Bean, Zigmond and Hartman 

(1994) found that fifth grade teachers omitted sections of their textbooks in order to align 

with the official district curriculum guide. Other elementary teachers may cut social studies 

content learning standards in favor of tested subjects like language arts and math (Pace, 

2008; Wills, 2007) 

Textbooks 

There are large variations in the ways that elementary teachers use social studies 

textbooks. Some studies have found that elementary teachers tend to rely primarily on 

social studies textbooks for instruction, especially in the upper grades (Sunal & Sunal, 
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2008; Zhao & Hoge, 2005). In one study of 50 elementary teachers across three school 

districts, Zhao and Hoge (2005) found that the teachers used textbooks as their primary 

(and sometimes only) resource. This allowed teachers to cover the minimum requirements 

for their state and district curriculum guides in order to focus on the subjects they felt were 

more important, such as reading and math. However, teachers can also be frustrated by the 

poor quality of their social studies textbooks, because they believe the vocabulary is too 

difficult for students to read, the books cover too much content, and/or they are too dull 

(Haas & Laughlin, 2001; Zhao & Hoge, 2005). 

One case study of fifth grade social studies teachers investigated their curricular 

decision-making in response to the adoption of a new textbook. Kon (1995) found that five 

factors influenced their decisions: the teachers' educational experiences and professional 

affiliations; the teachers' views about the goals of social education and how best to teach 

it; the teachers' evaluations of the needs and abilities of their students; the characteristics 

of the teachers' schools and classrooms; and the teachers' daily relationships with their 

students (p. 127). Kon’s findings supported Cornbleth’s (1990) view of the curriculum-in-

use as a product of multiple complex factors. 

While elementary teachers have little-to-no control in textbook selection and 

adoption, they tend to have a large amount of autonomy over the curriculum-in-use when 

including textbooks into their instruction (Cornbleth, 1985; Kon, 1995; Thornton & 

Houser, 1996). Bean et al. (1994) studied textbook use among elementary and middle 

school social studies teachers in inclusion classrooms. They found variations in sequence, 

with some teachers changing the order of the topics to coincide with holidays or current 
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events. Other teachers added topics due to their knowledge or perceptions of students’ 

interest, their own personal interests or experiences (for example, one teacher added Mt. 

St. Helens to the curriculum because she had visited it recently), or their personal beliefs 

(such as the fourth grade teacher who added additional information about the Founding 

Fathers because she felt it was important content for students).  

Besides differences in content and sequence, teachers also vary in their pedagogical 

approaches to textbooks due to their perception of their students’ abilities or their beliefs 

of best practices. Chall, Conard and Harris-Sharpies (1991) found that elementary school 

teachers used social studies textbooks to both teach content and reinforce students’ reading 

skills. However, when students had difficulty with reading the textbook, some of the 

teachers compensated by completely eliminating the textbook, and used lecture, pictures, 

or direct discussion instead. Chall et al. (1991) concluded that these methods were 

problematic because students did not get to develop their reading skills, although they 

might learn some social studies content. Other  teachers in the study focused much of their 

instruction on reading processes and collecting information from the texts and giving less 

attention to content or concepts; this reflects the prioritization of literacy in high-stakes 

testing and standards (see also, Boyle-Baise et al., 2008; Levstik, 2008).  

Elementary teachers may also decide to omit certain content from the textbook.  

This is partially due to the fact that across the country, social studies instructional time has 

been minimized (Kahne & Middaugh, 2008), particularly at the elementary level, where 

teachers are already challenged daily to include instruction in all four subject areas (Fitchett 

& Heafner, 2010; VanFossen, 2005). Bean et al. (1994) found that many of the teachers in 
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their study omitted sections of the textbooks for other reasons as well, including in order 

to align with the official district curriculum guide, or because the topics were covered in 

other grades or subject areas. As mentioned above, another study of elementary social 

studies teachers found that some of the teachers decided not to use the textbook at all 

because they felt the material was too challenging for students (Chall et al., 1991). 

School climate 

Noting that “no teacher works in a vacuum” (p. 162), Grant (2003) identified two 

types of organizational influences. The first influence is based on the school context, 

including organizational norms and structures. The second is the influences of teachers’ 

relationships with students, other teachers, and school and district administrators in the 

classroom, school, and district. Based on organizational influences, Cornbleth (2001) 

identified five climates of constraint/restraint that can profoundly impact teachers’ 

decision-making: (1) the bureaucratic school climate, (2) the competitive climate, (3) the 

climate of pathology and pessimism, (4) the conservative climate, and (5) the climate of 

external curricular challenges and self-censorship. The obstacles teachers face in these 

climates go beyond the individual classrooms, but are “broader or larger sets of conditions 

or something seemingly embedded in the culture of the schools” (Cornbleth, 2001, p. 75) 

which affect the “life and activity” (Cornbleth, 2010, p. 215) of a school. Cornbleth (2010) 

asserted that these climates constrain learning that includes critical thinking and diverse 

perspectives.  

The bureaucratic school climate emphasizes obedience and order (Cornbleth, 

2001). Administrators may seek to control teachers through school structures, including 



 58 

scheduling, external assessments, and mandated curricular materials (Cornbleth, 2001). 

Cornbleth (2001) argued that such practices negatively influence teachers’ beliefs and 

“substantially constrain meaningful teaching and learning” (p. 78). When administrators 

promote this climate, it can lead to “defensive teaching” where the teachers will adjust their 

own classroom norms for their students to simplify and/or minimize what students need to 

know or do in exchange for good behavior and efficiency (Cornbleth, 2001; Grant, 2003). 

The competitive climate is dominated by standardized testing, teacher 

accountability and school ranking (Cornbleth, 2001). Within this climate, teachers feel 

pressured by school administrators, policy makers, and even the media to improve test 

scores (White et al., 2003). Au (2007, 2009) found that high-stakes testing encourages 

teachers to employ a teacher-centered pedagogy in order to cover test content and 

procedures, narrow their curricular content to tested subjects, and teach content in isolated 

fragments within the context of the tests. In social studies, the competitive climate 

particularly affects low-income and minority students. Teachers in more affluent schools 

may provide higher-quality social studies instruction because they believe their students 

will inevitably score higher on tested subjects (Pace, 2011). At the same time, teachers in 

low-income schools are more likely to reduce instructional time for social studies in favor 

of tested subjects like language arts and math (Au, 2007, 2009; Grant & Salinas, 2008;  

Kahne & Middaugh, 2008) including at the elementary level (Fitchett et al., 2014a, 2014b; 

Pace, 2008; Wills, 2007; Wills & Sandholtz, 2009). Testing can also lower the quality of 

instruction in social studies. For example, in a study of teachers in a low-performing 

elementary school, Wills (2007) found that when the teachers felt that they were not 
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meeting standards and mandates, they ended up moving from more active and critical 

engagement with content to a “banking” method (Freire, 1970) where teachers transmitted 

the content the teachers felt was most important to standards and testing. 

In a climate of pathology and pessimism, teachers and administrators have a deficit 

view of their students’ abilities, motivations, or prospects (Cornbleth, 2001). This most 

often occurs in low-income, minority schools with students who are limited-English 

proficient (Cornbleth, 2010). The deficit perspective “defin[es] students by their 

weaknesses rather than their strengths” (Gorski, 2008, p. 34). This perspective can cause 

teachers to lower their expectations for their students (Gorski, 2008; Keefer, 2017). 

Teachers who hold a deficit view of their students may conform to a “banking” method of 

teaching that constrains critical thinking (Freire, 1970; Grant, 2003).   

The conservative climate attempts to maintain the status quo. Teachers may be 

discouraged by other teachers, administrators, or even parents from trying anything new or 

different (particularly in relation to school norms) because it runs counter to the existing 

school culture and just isn’t “done” (Cornbleth, 2001). Levstik (1989) provided an example 

of one elementary school teacher who, in her first year at a school, attempted to use more 

active and innovative methods for teaching social studies. Although it appeared to be 

successful with her students, the other teachers actively discouraged the new teacher from 

not using traditional, textbook-based methods for teaching social studies, because their 

perceptions of best practices for social studies instruction ran counter to hers. This kind of 

climate suppresses teacher autonomy and individualism (Cornbleth, 2001). 
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Closely related to the conservative climate is the climate of external curricular 

challenges and self-censorship, where different groups attempt to promote their own 

interests and ideologies through the curriculum (Cornbleth, 2001). Social studies is 

particularly susceptible to this climate due to its inherently political (and highly politicized) 

nature (Hess, 2009). This was clearly demonstrated in The Revisionaries, a documentary 

about the Texas State School Board’s adoption of social studies (and science) textbooks 

and learning standards for the entire state (Thurman, Silver & Wood, 2012). As just one 

example, the self-described religious fundamentalist on the school board fought to add 

religious figures such as Thomas Aquinas and John Calvin to the United States History 

curriculum, and revise the standards to minimize the secular-enlightenment views of many 

of the country’s founders, including Thomas Jefferson. Censorship can also take the form 

of requests or demands by parents and/or groups that certain books should be banned 

(Cornbleth, 2010). For example, there have been many instances when parents attempted 

to remove And Tango Makes Three from school libraries, because the book is about two 

male penguins who “adopt” a chick named Tango (Machlin, 2013). When teachers are 

confronted with threats of censorship or their curriculum is challenged, they may be 

persuaded to withdraw to “safer” curriculum (Cornbleth, 2001; Grant, 2003).  

Teachers’ experiences as learners 

Teachers’ experiences as learners can have a significant effect on their conceptions 

of teaching and pedagogical practices. These experiences influence teachers at all grade 

levels and subject areas, especially preservice or novice teachers (Grant, 2003). Lortie 

(1975) found that preservice teachers imitate the classroom practices they experienced as 
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students, which he describes as an “apprenticeship of observation.” He argued that these 

experiences have a powerful effect on the preservice teachers’ future classroom practices. 

Meanwhile, Slekar (1998) found that elementary preservice teachers were determined to 

avoid their own negative experiences as elementary and secondary students in dull and 

unengaging lecture-based social studies classes. For preservice social studies teachers, their 

past experiences as learners often have a greater influence on their beliefs than their 

university methods courses (Adler, 1991; Grant, 2003). Barton and Levstik (2004) posited 

that university methods courses have even less of an impact on preservice teachers when 

there is a disparity between what they learn in their classes and what they experience in 

their field placements. 

While methods courses may not have much of an influence on preservice teachers’ 

practices, their experiences in their field placements can have a major impact. Zeichner 

(1980) concluded that these experiences are not always beneficial, nor do they necessarily 

influence preservice teachers to follow the same patterns they see in their cooperating 

teachers. According to Goodman and Adler (1985), one problem elementary preservice 

teachers face is that they rarely get to observe social studies being taught, which can lead 

them to consider social studies as a “nonsubject.” In another study of preservice elementary 

teachers, Hawkman, Castro, Bennett & Barrow (2015) similarly found that elementary 

preservice teachers have few opportunities to actually see social studies being taught; 

furthermore, the social studies lessons they observed most often relied on textbooks and 

worksheets, or subject integration through language arts. Hawkman et al. (2015) stated that 

this method of instruction does not support critical thinking or social studies skills. 
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However, the preservice teachers viewed so few social studies lessons that the authors 

concluded that they could not determine the impact of the preservice teachers’ field 

experiences.  

Teachers’ beliefs 

 Teachers’ beliefs are a “messy construct” that is challenging to study (Pajares, 

1992). Previously in this chapter, I reviewed elementary teachers’ beliefs about social 

studies and civic education. Teachers are also influenced by their beliefs about teaching 

and learning in general (Grant, 2003). These beliefs come from a multitude of sources, 

including their experiences as learners, as described above; their personalities; their 

experiences with their students; and the perspectives of their colleagues (Barton & Levstik, 

2004).  

Teachers make curricular and pedagogical decisions every day that are influenced 

by an array of complex, overlapping, and interactive forces (Cornbleth, 1990; Grant, 2003). 

In this final section, I examined some of the many policy, organizational, and personal 

influences which impact teachers’ decision-making. In a time when our country is 

experiencing extreme political polarization (Hess & McAvoy, 2013), it is particularly 

important to understand how social studies educators’ beliefs about the aims and purposes 

of civic education impact their curricular-instructional decisions. 

CONCLUSION TO CHAPTER 2 

In this chapter, I explored the main bodies of research literature that inform this 

study. I began with a general overview of elementary social studies research before 

focusing specifically on elementary civic education. I reviewed the existing research on 
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teaching about elections, which included an examination of media and media literacy’s 

place in civic education. Finally, I examined teacher curricular-instructional decision 

making, particularly within the context of social studies education. In the following 

chapter, I describe the method of inquiry of the study. 
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Chapter 3: Method of inquiry 

 The purpose of this study was to explore elementary teachers’ curricular-

instructional decision making related to the 2016 presidential election, and how those 

activities shaped democratic civic learning opportunities for students. As the previous 

chapter demonstrated, teacher decision making is a complex process affected by a 

multitude of factors (Cornbleth, 1990; Grant, 2003), and as curricular-instructional 

gatekeepers (Thornton, 1991), the decisions teachers make directly influence the 

experiences students have in the classroom.  

This chapter addresses the research methodology used to answer the following 

research questions: 

1) How did a sample of fifth grade teachers make curricular-instructional 

decisions during the 2016 presidential election? 

2) How did a sample of fifth grade teachers’ practices during the 2016 presidential 

election engage students in democratic civic learning? 

The nature of these questions lent themselves specifically to a qualitative approach. 

According to Denzin and Lincoln (2005), “qualitative research involves an interpretive, 

naturalistic approach to the world. This means that qualitative researchers study things in 

their natural settings, attempting to make sense of, or interpret, phenomena in terms of the 

meanings people bring to them (p. 3). In exploring teachers’ decision making and the 

impact of their decisions on students’ civic learning, it was necessary to conduct research 

within the naturalistic settings of their classrooms. In doing so, I utilized a multiple case 

study methodology (Stake, 2005). The purpose of this chapter is to address the following 
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topics: (1) research paradigm, (2) conceptual framework, (3) case study research 

methodology, (4) participants and school context, (5) data collection, (6) data analysis, (7) 

establishing trustworthiness, (8) researcher positionality, and (9) pilot studies. 

RESEARCH PARADIGM 

Glesne (2011) defined a research paradigm as “a framework or philosophy of 

science that makes assumptions about the nature of reality and truth, the kinds of questions 

to explore, and how to go about doing so” (p. 5). A research study, including its purposes, 

research questions, data analysis, findings, conclusions, and implications, is a reflection of 

both the study’s results and the researcher herself. As such, a researcher’s paradigm 

encompasses and influences all aspects of her research, necessitating a discussion about 

the researcher’s own paradigmatic stance.   

 An interpretivist paradigm, rooted in a constructivist epistemology, framed this 

qualitative multicase study. Qualitative research seeks to understand how people make 

sense of their world and the experiences they have within it (Merriam, 2009). According 

to Crotty (2013), this form of interpretive research operates with the assumption that “we 

do not create meaning. We construct meaning. We have something to work with. What we 

have to work with is the world and objects in the world” (pp. 43-44). In other words, 

knowledge and meaning are socially constructed and interpreted by humans as they 

interact with their world. As such, there are multiple truths or interpretations of a single 

event. The role of a qualitative researcher is not to find or discover knowledge, but to 

construct it. 
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CONCEPTUAL FRAMEWORK 

 This dissertation research drew upon two important bodies of research for its 

conceptual framework. According to Maxwell (2013), a theoretical framework is “the 

system of concepts, assumptions, expectations, beliefs, and theories that supports and 

informs your research” (p. 33). Merriam (2009) added, “The things we observe in the 

field, the questions we ask of our participants, and the documents we attend to are 

determined by the theoretical framework of the study. It also determines what we do not 

see, do not ask, and do not attend to” (p. 69). A theoretical lens permits the researcher to 

focus on specific aspects of data that help inform and redefine notions of the phenomena 

under study, as well as the theories she used to make sense of those phenomena. 

 The two bodies of research which informed this study’s conceptual framework 

were (1) democratic civic education; and (2) teacher decision making, specifically the 

policy, organizational, and personal influences on teachers’ decisions. I attend to each of 

these in turn. 

Democratic civic education 

This study used democratic civic education as a lens for data interpretation. 

Democratic civic education consists of the teaching and learning of the knowledge, 

dispositions, and skills necessary for maintaining, supporting, and participating in a 

democracy (Kahne & Middaugh, 2008; Levine, 2007; Parker, 2003; Patrick & Vontz, 

2001; Torney-Purta & Lopez, 2006). The ways democratic civic knowledge, dispositions, 

and skills are positioned in social studies education, as well as the degree of emphasis 

placed on each, varies widely from classroom to classroom (Brophy, 1993; Knight-
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Abowitz & Harnish, 2006; Levine, 2007; Parker, 2014; Patrick & Vontz, 2001; 

Westheimer & Kahne, 2004). This is due to a variety of complex factors that include 

teachers’ beliefs about the purposes of social studies (Goodman & Adler, 1985; Grant, 

2003; VanFossen, 2005); how social studies and civics are represented in learning 

standards, mandated curriculum, and/or textbooks (Grant, 2003; Thornton & Houser, 1996; 

Zhao & Hoge, 2005); and school norms (Grant, 2003), such as if students are required to 

recite the Pledge of Allegiance (and if they are, how strongly this requirement is enforced 

by teachers and/or administrators).  

Democratic civic knowledge 

Democratic civic knowledge refers to the understandings of citizenship and 

government in a democracy. This includes understanding democratic processes, the 

structures and functions of government, and the principles of democracy, as well as 

knowing the names of current political leaders (Grant & VanSledright, 1996; Parker, 2003; 

Westheimer & Kahne, 2004). As was discussed in the second chapter of this study, civic 

knowledge in the lower elementary grades (K-3) is primarily focused on identifying 

symbols (such as the American flag and the Statue of Liberty) and national holidays, as 

well as being able to recite the Pledge of Allegiance. The upper elementary grades add 

basic knowledge of the structures of government, political processes (such as how a bill 

becomes a law), and some of the rights guaranteed by the United States Constitution 

(California Department of Education, 2016; New York State Education Department, 2017; 

Texas Education Agency, 2010).  
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Democratic civic dispositions  

Democratic civic dispositions refer to those habits of mind that contribute to the 

healthy functioning of a democracy (Knight-Abowitz & Harnish, 2006). The most basic 

democratic civic values include justice, equal opportunity, freedom, responsibility, 

diversity, and the common good; the dispositions that support those values include honesty, 

civility, responsibility, and fairness (Carr, 2011; Gutmann, 1987; Levine, 2007).  

Schools are ideal spaces for cultivating the values and dispositions that support and 

foster democratic citizenship in a pluralist society (Banks, 2003; Dewey, 1916; Gutmann, 

1999; Hess, 2004; Parker, 2003, 2010).  They are often the first places that children have 

sustained interactions with other children from different backgrounds, which exposes them 

to multiple perspectives beginning at an early age (Parker, 2003; Hess, 2009). According 

to Abowitz and Harnish (2006), doing so fosters values such as tolerance, open-

mindedness, appreciation for diversity, and cultural understanding 

Democratic civic skills  

Citizens use a broad range of civic skills for effective participation in civic life in a 

democracy. These skills can be cognitive (knowing), participatory (doing), or both (Parker, 

2003; Patrick & Vontz, 2001). Cognitive skills include the ability to identify and analyze 

civic issues, take and defend positions on those issues, think critically about the conditions 

of civic life, and think constructively about how to improve those conditions. Participatory 

skills include interacting with others to promote personal and common interests, discussing 

and deliberating issues, taking action to improve civic life, and influencing policy decisions 

on public issues (Parker, 2003; Patrick & Vontz, 2001). 
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In the elementary grades, teaching civic skills can occur through collective problem 

solving, either as a class (Krutka, 2017; Mitra & Serriere, 2015; Paley, 1992; Payne, 2015) 

or in a student council (Angell, 1998). This involves identifying a problem, discussing 

possible solutions, choosing one, and acting on it. Other civic skills include service 

learning, creating classroom rules, and voting (Mitra & Serriere, 2015). 

 Teacher decision making 

 The second frame of research for this study suggested that teachers are curricular-

instructional gatekeepers (Thornton, 1989) who make decisions about the content, 

sequence, and instructional strategies they use in their classrooms based on a multitude of 

factors. This study used Grant’s (2003) model of influences on teacher decision making. 

He organized the influences into three categories, although he contended that no influence 

occurs in isolation (see Appendix A).  

Personal influences include teachers’ beliefs and their experiences as learners. 

Teacher beliefs include their beliefs based on their values and experiences, their beliefs 

regarding teaching and learning in general, and their beliefs based on their content area. In 

his multicase study, Grant (2003) examined teachers’ beliefs about the nature of history. 

Although this research study did not examine teachers’ beliefs about the nature of history, 

other studies have found that elementary teachers’ beliefs about social studies in general, 

and civic education in particular, similarly influence their curricular-instructional decision 

making (Goodman & Adler, 1985; VanFossen, 2005). 

Noting that “no teacher works in a vacuum” (p. 162), Grant (2003) identified two 

types of organizational influences on teacher decision making. The first influence is based 
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on teachers’ relationships with students, other teachers, and school and district 

administrators. The second influence highlights the context of schooling; specifically, 

organizational structures and norms. Organizational structures include teaching teams, 

planning times, and the length of the school day. Some organizational school norms are 

within the teacher’s control, such as their class rules, how students are grouped, and how 

the teacher chooses to use the textbook. Other norms, such as the students they teach and 

the standardized tests they must administer, are outside of the teacher’s control.  

Finally, policy influences include standardized tests and learning standards, which 

are commonly mandated on a state or federal level. A third policy influence is textbooks. 

However, it is important to note that while teachers have little-to-no control over the 

textbooks they are given, they tend to have some degree of autonomy over how they include 

textbooks in their instruction (Cornbleth, 1985; Kon, 1995; Thornton & Houser, 1996). 

The former (which textbooks teachers receive) is a policy influence, while the latter (how 

they use them within the context of schooling) is an organizational influence (S. G. Grant, 

personal communication, August 15, 2016). 

RESEARCH METHODOLOGY 

This study used case study research methodology to examine teacher decision 

making and student learning. According to Stake (2005), a case study is “not a 

methodological choice but a choice of what is to be studied” (p. 443). Case study research 

is a qualitative approach in which the researcher investigates one or more bounded systems 

over a certain length of time (Creswell, 2007; Merriam, 2009; Stake, 2005). Creswell 

(2007) defined case study research as, “a qualitative approach in which the investigator 
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explores a bounded system (a case) or multiple bounded systems (cases) over time, 

through detailed, in-depth data collection involving multiple sources of information... and 

reports a case description and case-based themes” (p. 73). Merriam (2009) defined the 

bounded system as “a single entity, a unit around there are boundaries” (p. 40). This 

study’s setting (one elementary school), time period (the 2016 presidential campaign), and 

participants (fifth grade teachers) served as the boundaries for the cases.  

According to Yin (2014), case study is the preferred methodology to answer “how 

or why” questions about current events in a naturalistic setting. The researcher cannot or 

does not manipulate the relevant behaviors under study, but remains as noninterventive as 

is possible (Yin, 2014). In doing so, the researcher attempts to “preserve the multiple 

realities, the different and even contradictory views of what is happening” (Stake, 1995, 

p. 12) As the primary instrument for collecting and analyzing data, the researcher 

maximizes what can be learned about the phenomenon by gathering evidence in multiple 

methods from multiple data sources. These sources of evidence can include interviews, 

direct observations, and artifacts. The purpose of gathering evidence is to generate an in-

depth account that uses “thick” description, providing a rich, three-dimensional view of 

the complexity and uniqueness of the phenomenon being studied through exploration from 

multiple angles (Merriam, 2009; Stake, 1995, Thomas, 2011).  

Stake (1995) noted that case study research allows for grappling with issues that 

are “not simple and clean, but intricately wired to political, social, historical, and 

especially personal contexts” (p. 17). Teacher decision making and student learning are 

complex processes that are heavily influenced by a wide variety of contextual factors 
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(Cornbleth, 1990; Grant, 2003; Thornton, 1991); these phenomena are further complicated 

because they took place within the context of the 2016 presidential campaign. Therefore, 

a case study methodology was particularly appropriate for the exploration of this study’s 

research questions. 

Multiple case study 

This study followed two fifth grade teachers at an elementary school during the 

2016 presidential campaign. The purpose of multiple case study is to investigate the 

differences within and between the cases. This design allows the researcher to analyze 

data both within a single case and across cases with the objective being to gain a clearer 

understanding of the phenomena under study (Stake, 2005). Because two different 

bounded systems were studied, this required a multiple case study design. According to 

Stake (2005), the single case is meaningful in its relation to other cases, while in multicase 

study, each case is of interest because it belongs to a specific collection of cases which are 

connected by some shared characteristic, phenomenon or condition that categorically 

binds them together. In this study, the cases themselves were of secondary interest; they 

were examined with the goal of gaining a deeper understanding of the phenomena under 

study (Stake, 2005), which in this research study were teachers’ curricular-instructional 

decision making regarding the 2016 presidential campaign, and how these decisions 

shaped civic learning opportunities for their students.  

RECRUITMENT OF PARTICIPANTS 

To recruit cooperating teachers who would be willing to participate in this study, I 

asked a variety of university- and school-based personnel about potential teacher 
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candidates. I used a purposeful sampling technique to select teacher participants. 

According to Merriam (2009), purposeful sampling in case studies requires an established 

criteria to guide the process. In speaking with candidates for participation, my primary 

selection criteria were that it (1) must be an elementary teacher who (2) planned to (or 

already did) include the 2016 presidential election in their instruction. Therefore, the 

teacher had to have the instructional time as well as be willing to incorporate political topics 

into their instruction.  

Finding participants for this study who met these criteria proved to be far more 

challenging than I had anticipated. Although I attempted to recruit from multiple 

elementary schools, ultimately only one school had teachers who were willing to 

participate. In the spring of 2016, a colleague at my university put in me touch with one of 

her former university colleagues, Mr. Arroyo,6 who taught fifth grade at Vista Verde 

Elementary School. Mr. Arroyo agreed to participate in this study and introduced me to the 

other fifth grade teachers on his team. This method of locating participants is known as 

snowball sampling (Merriam, 2009). Two of the teachers, Ms. Kirby and Ms. Wilson, 

agreed to participate in this study as well. I contacted the principal at Vista Verde 

Elementary School and submitted study proposals to the appropriate personnel in 

Morningside School District in order to obtain permission to conduct research before I 

began. 

                                                 
6
 All places and names are pseudonyms. 
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In the fall of 2016, Mr. Arroyo became an assistant principal at another school, so 

was no longer eligible to participate in this study. At the same time, two other fifth grade 

teachers who were new to Vista Verde Elementary School agreed to participate. However, 

one of them declined to participate after an initial interview, stating that because he was a 

first year teacher and working on his in-state certification, he felt that he did not have the 

time. The other teacher had health issues that led her to take several extended leaves of 

absence during the fall semester of 2016. Because of this, I believed it was not possible to 

gather the amount of qualitative data required for thick and descriptive case study research, 

so this teacher was not included in the study. 

PARTICIPANTS AND SCHOOL CONTEXT 

Research was collected from May 2016 through February 2017 at Vista Verde 

Elementary School in Morningside School District. Morningside is a suburb of Oakdale, a 

large city in Texas. The cost of living in Oakdale has risen significantly over the past couple 

of decades, making the city unaffordable to many people, including its lower-income 

residents. Because of its relative affordability and proximity to Oakdale, as well as the 

presence of several technology industries, Morningside has become one of the fastest 

growing metropolitan areas in the United States.  

According to the 2010 census, Morningside is approximately 70% White, with 

small populations of African-American, Asian-American, and Latinx residents. At the time 

of the 2016 election, the county in which Morningside is located was largely Republican; 

Donald Trump won by approximately 10 points in the 2016 election. The gap was even 

larger in 2012, when Republican Mitt Romney beat Barack Obama by over 20 points. 
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Vista Verde Elementary School has over 800 students. Half of the student body 

identifies as White, one-third as Asian, and the rest as Latinx. This suggests that the 

neighborhood that feeds into Vista Verde has a much larger Asian-American population 

than Morningside as a whole. Roughly five percent of the students at Vista Verde receive 

either free or reduced lunch assistance. Five percent of students are classified as English 

Language Learners (ELLs). The school is located in a relatively affluent (upper middle 

class) neighborhood in Morningside. Fifth grade performance indicators from the Vista 

Verde Elementary website show that fifth graders had passing rates in the upper 90th 

percentile for science, math, and reading standardized tests during the 2015-2016 school 

year.  

Although it is a public school, Vista Verde Elementary uses the International 

Baccalaureate Primary Years Program (IB PYP) curriculum. While IB schools in 

Morningside School District are still required to include the mandated state learning 

standards in their curriculum, the schools are not required to follow the prescribed 

curricular sequences other district schools must use. Instead, the teachers design curricula 

based on six transdisciplinary themes of inquiry that are addressed each year by all 

students: 

● Who we are: Inquiry into the nature of the self; beliefs and values; person, physical, 

mental, social and spiritual health; human relationships including families, friends, 

communities, and cultures; rights and responsibilities; what it means to be human. 

● Where we are in place and time: Inquiry into orientation in place and time; personal 

histories; homes and journeys; the discoveries, explorations and migrations of 
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humankind; the relationship between and the interconnectedness of individuals and 

civilizations, from local and global perspectives. 

● How we express ourselves: Inquiry into the ways in which we discover and express 

ideas, feelings, nature, culture, beliefs and values; the ways in which we reflect on, 

extend and enjoy our creativity; our appreciation of the aesthetic. 

● How the world works: Inquiry into the natural world and its laws, the interaction 

between the natural world (physical and biological) and human societies; how 

humans use their understanding of scientific principles; the impact of scientific and 

technological advances on society and on the environment. 

● How we organize ourselves: Inquiry into the interconnectedness of human-made 

systems and communities; the structure and function of organizations; societal 

decision-making; economic activities and their impact on humankind and the 

environment. 

● Sharing the planet: Inquiry into rights and responsibilities in the struggle to share 

finite resources with other people and other living things; communities and the 

relationship within and between them; access to equal opportunities; peace and 

conflict resolution. (International Baccalaureate Organization, 2012) 

IB PYP classrooms stress a constructivist approach to engage students in a process of 

inquiry, action, and reflection (International Baccalaureate Organization, 2012). IB PYP 

classrooms also stress the development of perspective through an exploration of different 

cultures, beliefs and values in the transdisciplinary themes of inquiry (International 
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Baccalaureate Organization, 2012). More specific information about the IB PYP is 

included in Chapter 4.  

Ms. Wilson 

Ms. Wilson is a White female in her late 30s. She is a single mother and described 

herself as lower middle class. She has a Bachelor’s degree in History and did a one year 

post-graduate program at her university to get her upper elementary certification. When I 

conducted preliminary interviews in the spring of 2016, she was finishing her first year of 

teaching at Vista Verde Elementary School. At the time of this study, Ms. Wilson had 

taught for 16 years in grades from third through seventh. She grew up in Oakdale and 

attended Oakdale public schools.  

Ms. Wilson described herself as a liberal Democrat and personally supported 

Hillary Clinton for president. This aspect of her positionality played a major role in her 

curricular-instructional decision making about the election. Because of their direct 

significance to the research questions, Chapter 4 of this study goes into greater detail about 

Ms. Wilson and Ms. Kirby’s partisan identities and beliefs. 

Ms. Kirby 

Ms. Kirby is a White, middle class female in her late 40s. She is married with two 

preteen children. She has a Bachelor’s degree in Advertising and worked in advertising 

until the age of 26, when she decided to get her upper elementary teacher certification 

through an alternative certification program. At the time this study was conducted, Ms. 

Kirby was in her fourteenth year of teaching, all at the upper elementary level. For the past 

eight years, she had taught the TAG (Talented and Gifted) students at Vista Verde 
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Elementary School. She began as a pull-out teacher for TAG Math, meaning that students 

from different classes came to her for advanced math instruction. Since then, all fifth grade 

TAG students at Vista Verde Elementary School were consolidated into one classroom. 

Ms. Kirby became the dedicated classroom TAG teacher for all subjects. Like Ms. Wilson, 

Ms. Kirby grew up in Oakdale and attended Oakdale public schools.  

Ms. Kirby described herself as “pretty conservative” and tending to vote 

Republican, although she also expressed traditionally liberal social values regarding a 

woman’s right to choose and gay rights, which she attributed to her Christian beliefs to not 

be “haters and to judge” (Interview, May 23, 2016). These aspects of her positionality are 

described in detail in the following chapter. 

DATA COLLECTION 

Data collection occurred from May 2016 to February 2017 and followed the 

procedures outlined by the Institutional Review Board (IRB) guidelines. Collection began 

after receiving permission from the IRB, Morningside School district personnel, the 

principal at Vista Verde Elementary School, and the teacher participants. 

Qualitative research necessitates multiple sources of data in order to provide a 

holistic and well-rounded interpretation of the phenomena being studied through thick 

description (Creswell, 2007; Merriam, 2009; Stake, 1995, Thomas, 2011; Yin, 2014). The 

data for this study came from the following sources: semi-structured interviews with Ms. 

Wilson, Ms. Kirby, and the principal of Vista Verde Elementary School, Mr. Garza; 

observations of the classroom and team lesson planning; and documents that include 

student and teacher artifacts and curricular resources. This eventually led to data saturation 
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(Glesne, 2011; Lincoln & Guba, 1985) wherein the same themes were emerging in a 

regular basis, confirming previous findings rather than providing any significant amount 

of additional information about my research questions.  

Interviews 

According to Denzin and Lincoln (2005), qualitative research attempts to “make 

sense of, or interpret, phenomena in terms of the meanings people bring to them” (p. 3). 

Therefore, it is essential that the researcher seek out the participants’ voices and 

perspectives. One common way to do so it through the use of interviews. 

Merriam (2009) stated, “interviewing is necessary when we cannot observe 

behavior, feelings, or how people interpret the world around them. It is also necessary to 

interview when we are interested in past events that are impossible to replicate” (p. 88). 

Throughout the collection process, I conducted multiple semi-structured audio-recorded 

interviews with the participants in this study. Semi-structured interviews are a mixture of 

structured and unstructured questions that are flexible, which allows a more natural 

interaction with the participant (Merriam, 2009).  

I conducted the first three preliminary interviews for both teachers in the spring of 

2016 before classroom observation occurred. The purpose of these interviews, which each 

lasted between 60 and 90 minutes, was to gather evidence on the factors teachers consider 

when making curricular-instructional decisions.  These interviews focused on the teachers’ 

professional backgrounds, how they conceptualized/defined civic education, their desired 

outcomes of civic education (qualities of citizenship), and other possible external factors 

related to the context of the election year.  
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After classroom observations, I conducted debrief interviews with the teachers. 

Questions focused on any decisions the teachers made when planning and/or implementing 

the lessons, their purposes for teaching the lesson, and their perceptions of the lessons and 

student learning. I also asked questions that arose during the observation to ensure that I 

was capturing not only my own interpretations, but also as much of the teacher’s 

interpretations as possible. After each interview, I transcribed the data as Merriam (2009) 

suggests. By transcribing the interview verbatim, this gave me an “intimate familiarity” 

(Merriam, 2009, p. 11) with the data which sometimes lead to follow-up questions or 

clarification for my next interview.  

The purpose of this study was to explore the factors that influence teachers’ 

decision making, which can include organizational factors such as teachers’ relationships 

with administrators, and a school’s norms and structures (Grant, 2003). Grant (2003) 

asserted that the relationships teachers have with their administrators can influence 

teachers’ decision making, although he noted that there is little research into the topic. 

However, Price (2012) found that “the tone of the school climate… is established by the 

principal” (p. 42). Therefore, in addition to my interviews with Ms. Wilson and Ms. Kirby, 

I also conducted two semi-structured, audio-recorded interviews with Mr. Garza, the 

principal at Vista Verde Elementary School. The purpose of the first interview, which was 

conducted at the beginning of the 2016-2017 school year, was to get Mr. Garza’s general 

perceptions of the school climate and his relationships with the teachers, and to better 

understand the school context of the International Baccalaureate Primary Years 

Programme. The purpose of the second interview, which was conducted at the end of data 
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collection, was to gather additional information related to statements Ms. Wilson’s and Ms. 

Kirby’s made regarding their perceptions of teacher autonomy, school climate as 

established by the IB PYP, and the priority Mr. Garza placed on social studies. The 

interview protocol for the teachers and the principal are located in Appendix B. 

Observations 

In addition to interviews, my field observations provided another rich data source. 

According to Merriam (2009), observation is an action that provides the researcher with a 

firsthand encounter with the phenomenon of interest, as it takes places in settings where 

the phenomena naturally occur. Observations necessarily include field notes, which must 

include descriptions, direct quotations, and observer comments (Merriam, 2009). In this 

study, I conducted observations within the classroom, as well as teacher lesson planning. 

When engaging in participant observation, I attempted to be as unobtrusive as 

possible, as Stake (1995) and Glesne (1999) recommended. In the classroom during direct 

instruction, and during team planning meetings, I sat at the periphery of the room and did 

not speak. When students worked in groups, I received permission from both teachers to 

walk around so I could better see and hear the students. Students and teachers were aware 

of my presence and purpose for being in the room. Ms. Wilson and Ms. Kirby introduced 

me to their students at the beginning of the school year and asked me to briefly describe 

who I was and why I was in the classroom. For team lesson planning, I received verbal 

permission from all of the teachers on the team to observe and take notes.  

From mid-September 2016 through February 2017, I observed Ms. Wilson’s class 

13 times and Ms. Kirby’s class 15 times. These observations took place during the 
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designated social studies block, which often led into language arts as well. The average 

duration of each observation was approximately two hours. 

 I also observed team lesson planning 10 times. Lesson planning took place during 

the teachers’ lunch period and lasted approximately 20 minutes. Different teachers were 

responsible for planning different subjects, and shared the lesson plans for the entire team 

on a shared drive. Therefore, lesson planning time was mainly dedicated to extracurricular 

topics such as planning field trips, concerns about individual students, and informal 

discussion. 

Collection of artifacts 

No single data source is sufficient for drawing conclusions or making claims 

(Merriam, 2009; Mertens, 2010; Stake, 1995). In order to strengthen the reliability and 

internal validity of my research (Merriam, 2009), I gathered artifacts in addition to 

interviews and observations. This provided opportunities for rich, thick description as well 

as establishing an audit trail for triangulation of findings (Erlandson, Harris, Skipper & 

Allen, 1993). Yin (2014) further noted that artifacts can be a useful source of data when 

observational time is limited. 

The artifacts I collected included team lesson plans and associated curricular 

materials, student work, and correspondence between me and the teacher participants. 

Some of these artifacts were digital (for instance, both teachers used Internet resources for 

some of their lessons) while others, such as student work, were physical. By using multiple 

data sources, including artifacts that pertained to my research questions, this created 

opportunities for rich description and thorough data analysis. 
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DATA ANALYSIS 

Data was analyzed throughout the collection process, as many case study 

methodologists suggest (Merriam, 2009; Miles, Huberman & Saldana, 2014; Stake, 1995; 

Yin, 2014). A common feature of case study research data analysis is that is involves an 

iterative process, which can be represented by a spiral, that moves from more general to 

more specific observations as the researcher cycles back and forth between data collection 

and analysis (Creswell, 2007; Merriam, 2009). According to Stake (1995), the primary 

purpose of analysis is to “tease out relationships, probe issues, and aggregate categorical 

data” (p. 77) with the ultimate goal of understanding the case. In order to do so, this 

multiple case study uses constant-comparative data analysis and cross-case analysis 

(Thomas, 2011).               

For this research study, data collection resulted in multiple forms of data including 

interviews, observation notes, photographs, curricular materials, and more. A data 

management system allows the researcher to organize and locate specific data throughout 

the analytic process (Merriam, 2009). Yin (2014) noted that computer-assisted tools are 

useful for coding and categorizing large amounts of data for case study research, though 

he points out that the burden of analysis still rests entirely on the researcher. For this study, 

I used the qualitative data analysis software NVivo as a tool to identify themes and 

commonalities across my data sources. This software was especially helpful for what 

Merriam (2009) called a “code-and-retrieve” approach, where the researcher labels 

passages of text according to content, and also retrieves, or collects, similarly labeled 
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passages (p. 194). This has the added benefit of allowing the researcher to set aside much 

of the extraneous data generated during case study research (Creswell, 2007; Stake, 2005). 

One of the first steps in the data analysis process is to create codes for the data. 

Codes are “labels that assign symbolic meaning to the descriptive or inferential information 

compiled during a study” (Miles et al., 2014, pp. 71-72). Coding provides a method to 

examine and make sense of the data by categorizing similar data which relates to the 

research questions, constructs from the research literature, and/or conceptual framework 

(Miles et al., 2014). Keeping in mind Merriam’s (2009) assertion that “data analysis is the 

process used to answer your research question(s)” (p. 176), I began my first cycle of open 

coding using a constant comparative method (Thomas, 2011). 

After open coding, the next step in the data analysis process is to group smaller 

piece of data into patterns, categories, themes or constructs in a process known as pattern 

coding. Pattern codes are “explanatory or inferential codes, ones that identify an emergent 

theme, configuration, or explanation” (Miles et al., 2014, p. 83). One important function of 

pattern coding is that it helps lay the groundwork for cross-case analysis in multiple case 

studies by helping to find common themes. For instance, Ms. Kirby gave the following 

response when I asked her how she planned to address the election in her classroom: 

I will not ever give my opinion. I don’t want them taking something I have said and 

becoming prejudiced about something. If I am going to incorporate politics and 

such in the classroom, I want to be super fair and balanced…. I don’t want to slant 

or bias what these kids think. (Interview, May 23, 2016)  
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Merriam (2009) asserted that that “data analysis is the process used to answer your 

research question(s)” (p. 176). Therefore, during open coding I initially assigned this piece 

of data the codes “teacher decision making” and “election” based on my research question 

of “How did a sample of fifth grade teachers make curricular-instructional decisions during 

the 2016 presidential election?”  I later placed this piece of data under the pattern 

codes/themes of “teacher disclosure” and “pedagogical approach-balanced.”7 I used the 

same process to code Ms. Wilson’s data as well, finding the codes “teacher decision 

making” and “election” also appearing across her data. This process allowed me to both 

organize the data and perform cross-case analysis. 

 Multiple case study methodology allows for a more compelling and robust study 

(Yin, 2014) because it affords greater in-depth and cross comparison of the phenomena 

under study (Stake, 2005). I engaged in cross-case analysis by first studying each case 

individually before looking for themes that emerged across both cases (Miles et al., 2014). 

When engaging in cross-case analysis, Yin (2003) suggested four guidelines to ensure high 

quality, which I attended to during analysis: (1) I analyzed and coded all pieces of evidence 

before assigning themes; (2) I considered multiple explanations for my findings; (3) I used 

my own knowledge and experiences when analyzing data; and (4) I described how this 

research study maintained trustworthiness, which I do in the following section. 

                                                 
7
 “Balance” refers to one of Hess’s (2004) four approaches to controversial issues in the curriculum. 
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ESTABLISHING TRUSTWORTHINESS 

Lincoln and Guba (1985) asserted that the trustworthiness of a study’s findings is 

dependent on five criteria: credibility, transferability, consistency, reflexiveness and 

confirmability. Credibility (also known as internal validity) refers to the congruency of the 

study’s findings to reality (Merriam, 2009). While qualitative research does not allow for 

objective “truth,” there are strategies a researcher can use to enhance credibility (Merriam, 

2009). Transferability (also known as external validity) concerns the extent to which a 

study’s findings can apply to similar situations (Merriam, 2009). The trustworthiness of a 

study’s findings is also dependent on the consistency, or dependability, of the study 

(Lincoln & Guba, 1985). This requires the researcher to account for the research design 

and techniques used in the study. Reflexiveness relates to the researcher’s reflection about 

data collection and analysis. Finally, confirmability is the degree of consistency between 

the researcher’s findings and the study participants’ interpretations (Lincoln & Guba, 

1985). In this study, I established trustworthiness through attention to multiple strategies, 

including prolonged engagement; persistent observation; peer debriefing; triangulation; 

member checking; audit trail including a reflexive journal; rich, thick descriptions; and 

positionality (Erlandson et al., 1993; Lincoln & Guba, 1985; Merriam, 2009; Mertens, 

2010) 

Prolonged engagement and persistent observation build credibility in a research 

study. The amount of time I spent with both participants (prolonged engagement) helped 

build trust as well as a rapport between me and the participants while also providing context 

for the study (Erlandson et al., 1993). During this time, I also engaged in persistent 
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observation. According to Lincoln and Guba (1985), “the purpose of persistent observation 

is to identify those characteristics and elements in the situation that are most relevant to the 

problem or issue being pursued and focusing on them in detail.  If prolonged engagement 

provides scope, persistent observation provides depth” (p. 304). I used persistent 

observation throughout data collection in order to gain understandings of the continuities 

and differences in each teacher participant’s practices. 

Another way to build credibility is through peer debriefing. I engaged in peer 

debriefing at several crucial points throughout the research process with my advisor, who 

offered insight and acted as a sounding board for feedback. Triangulation occurred through 

the use of multiple sources of data to corroborate my findings. Using multiple data sources, 

including interviews, observations, and artifacts, helps to ensure both internal validity and 

researcher objectivity (Erlandson et al., 1993; Lincoln & Guba, 1985; Merriam, 2009). 

Member checking occurred throughout the research process by providing the participants 

with transcripts of their interviews, copies of my field notes, and my initial findings. I 

established an audit trail through memoing as I conducted my research to document my 

study’s confirmability and dependability, as well as using a reflexive journal (Erlandson et 

al., 1993; Merriam, 2009). According to Stake (1995), the researcher has an obligation to 

provide the reader with enough data to be able to draw connections between their own 

situations and that of the participants. I achieved transferability through rich, thick 

description. Finally, I increased the dependability of my results by explaining my own 

positionality in relationship to the phenomena under investigation. 
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RESEARCHER POSITIONALITY 

Merriam (2009) maintained that qualitative researchers have an obligation to reveal 

“their biases, dispositions, and assumptions regarding their research projects” (p. 219). 

Stake (2006) added, “It is an ethical responsibility for us as case researchers to identify 

affiliations and ideological commitments that might influence our interpretations” (p. 87). 

While many (if not all) qualitative researchers have an emotional investment in their 

dissertation research, the sociopolitical context of this particular study personally and 

profoundly affected me far more than I had previously anticipated. I was shocked and 

profoundly disappointed by the results of the general election. I identify as a liberal 

Democrat, as do most of my friends, family, and colleagues, and I wholeheartedly 

supported Hillary Clinton for president.  This aspect of my positionality required constant 

vigilance and reflection on my part to avoid ideological bias and remain as non-interventive 

as possible, although it undoubtedly influenced some of the questions I asked and 

interpretations I made. One method which helped promote the validity and reliability of 

my study was an audio-recorded reflexive journal, which I regularly “spoke” to on my car 

ride home after interviews and observations. Although I did not transcribe it verbatim, the 

act of speaking helped me clarify and make sense of my initial thoughts and impressions. 

In addition, I returned to these recordings when developing my results and findings.  

Returning to my positionality, I am a White, heterosexual, middle class female. By 

all accounts, I have had a privileged life. I can comfortably exist in a multitude of settings 

without concerns of being misunderstood or judged. There have been almost limitless 

opportunities available to me throughout my life. For instance, getting financial aid and 
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paying for college and graduate school was a given. I had the ability to pick up and move 

to New York for a year to get my Master’s, and later quit my full-time job to attend school 

for five years to work towards my Ph.D. in a field that no one has ever called lucrative.  

I grew up in a socially liberal household. My parents have a strong sense of 

tolerance, justice, and responsibility towards others. As a lawyer, my father demonstrated 

how the law can be used to bring justice to disempowered people, including immigrants, 

the physically handicapped, and even a member of the Fundamental Church of the Latter-

Day Saints on one especially memorable occasion. When I was in college, they adopted 

my then 14 year old sister, Nataly, from a Colombian orphanage. My parents started a 

successful nonprofit, Friends of Colombian Orphans, which teaches young people job 

skills for when they exit the orphanages. I am proud to be their daughter. 

My interest in education started in the seventh grade when I first attended a magnet 

school. Kealing Junior High challenged me. It surrounded me with smart, dedicated people 

from all over Austin and showed me how amazing a public school education can be. I took 

classes with names like “Heroes and Monsters”, dissected a pigeon, built robots, and hiked 

in Big Bend with teachers who used the experience to teach us botany, biology, and Native 

American history. Kealing is the reason that I went to Teacher’s College to get my M. A. 

in Gifted Education. It is also, for me, the example of what every public school should be 

like.  

My teaching career began with seventh and eighth grade social studies at a Title I 

school. This school was almost entirely Latinx, with a small population of Somali refugees, 

and most students were first generation Americans. That first year, I was unprepared to 
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deal with the challenges of teaching. This was mainly due to the fact that I received 

licensure through an alternative certification program, since the college I attended did not 

offer teacher licensure—something I deeply regretted after I became a TA for social studies 

methods courses at UT and saw how good teacher education can be. During this first year 

of teaching, I ended up designing much of my own curriculum, particularly for my Texas 

history classes where I had complete autonomy (because it was not a tested subject). It 

bothered me that the textbook presented Texas history as a triumphant narrative of White 

male heroes who fought for freedom from oppression, with Mexicans as the foes and 

ultimate losers—especially since so many of my students were from Mexico. We used the 

textbooks as a starting point to research alternative narratives online, and did projects on 

Native American tribes and prominent Mexicans and Tejanos from Texas history. I saw 

firsthand my students’ increasing interest in studying history from the perspective of their 

own cultures. It was my introduction to culturally relevant pedagogy, though my later 

experiences at UT showed me that I could have done a much better job. 

I never intended to teach elementary school. After getting my Master’s, I applied 

for a number of TAG (Talented and Gifted) and secondary social studies positions with no 

luck. Just days before the beginning of the 2009-2010 school year, I reluctantly accepted a 

fifth grade position at a Title I school with the intention of transferring as soon as possible. 

I’m glad that I never did, because not only did I find that I greatly enjoy that age group, 

there are also important gaps to be filled in elementary education research. I learned that 

even young children are much more capable of thinking critically and deeply about 

complex issues (and are often more aware and informed) than many people realize. During 
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my four years as an elementary school teacher, students regularly brought up topics, gave 

their opinions, and asked questions about current events and social and political issues. 

These experiences brought me to this study and my desire to discover how elementary 

teachers can address these issues in a meaningful way with their own students, how we can 

better prepare them to do so, how we can be allies to our students, and how we can teach 

them to engage with people who have different viewpoints in a civil way. With the rise of 

distrust, enmity and discord in society and in our schools, I believe that this is more 

important than ever.  

PILOT STUDIES 

While no pilot study directly corresponds with this research study, a preliminary 

study contributed to my proposed dissertation research. My interest in critical media 

literacy, politics, and their place in elementary civic education began during my second 

year of my doctoral program. Thus, I engaged in a preliminary study with fifth grade 

students where they learned to identify persuasive techniques used in political 

advertisements. The study was presented at the College and University Faculty Assembly 

(CUFA) annual conference in November of 2015 and published in Social Studies and the 

Young Learner.  

I continued my research in media literacy in the fall of 2017 with Dr. Daniel Krutka. 

We conducted a study to investigate how middle schoolers learn to apply transmedia 

judgement, which is the ability to evaluate the reliability and credibility of information 

from different forms of media texts (Krutka, 2017). For this study, I selected resources 

from a local television news station, an infographic, and two social media sites (YouTube 
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and Twitter) which address the issue of homelessness. As of this writing, we are in the 

analysis stage and plan to submit the paper for review this year. 

These two studies furthered my belief that even younger students can acquire and 

apply media literacy skills to think critically about politics and current events. These 

studies also demonstrated two ways that teachers can incorporate media texts into their 

curriculum and instruction in a way that supports democratic civic education. This 

dissertation expanded the research foci of these studies by looking at the ways teachers 

select and use a multitude of resources, including digital and print media, to address a 

current political event.  

 

  



 93 

Chapter 4: Results 

The purpose of this study was to examine teacher decision making and practices, 

and student civic learning, in two fifth grade classrooms during and immediately after the 

2016 presidential election. Specifically, it was guided by the following two questions:   

1) How did a sample of fifth grade teachers make curricular-instructional decisions 

during the 2016 presidential election? 

2) How did a sample of fifth grade teachers’ practices during the 2016 presidential 

election engage students in democratic civic learning? 

Three themes resulted from this study. The first theme explores the organizational and 

policy influences on the participants within the context of Vista Verde Elementary School. 

It pays particular attention to how these school influences supported and/or constrained the 

teachers’ curricular-instructional decision making about the election. Recognizing that, as 

Cornbleth (2008) stated, “what happens in the community-society-world does influence 

what happens in school classrooms, shaping what students do or do not have opportunities 

to learn and how and how well they are enabled to learn” (p. 2149), the second theme 

highlights how the presidential campaign itself influenced the teachers’ curricular-

instructional decision making. This theme pays particular attention to the personal 

influences which impacted teachers’ decisions. After exploring the social and political 

contextual factors which influenced the teachers’ decision making, the third theme turns to 

democratic civic teaching and learning. It looks specifically at how the teachers’ beliefs in 

regards to civic education influenced their practices when engaging students in civic 

learning about election related issues. Throughout the chapter, I present data from the 
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teachers, but also include places where I discuss the students in-depth because students are 

a major influence on teachers’ decision making and practices (Grant, 2003). 

THEME 1: ORGANIZATIONAL AND POLICY INFLUENCES AT VISTA VERDE ELEMENTARY 

SCHOOL 

 Teachers make a multitude of curricular and pedagogical decisions every day. They 

serve as curricular-instructional gatekeepers (Thornton, 1991) whose choices are 

influenced by an array of complex, overlapping, and interactive forces that directly and 

indirectly affect their decisions (Cornbleth, 1990; Grant, 2003). In this first theme, I discuss 

the organizational and policy influences (Grant, 2003) that affected the participants’ 

decision making. I begin with an in-depth look at the International Baccalaureate Primary 

Years Programme,8 a defining part of the Vista Verde Elementary school culture and 

structure as well as a primary determinant of the official curriculum. While also 

considering the relationships between the teachers, the principal, and the program itself, 

this theme explores teacher autonomy in terms of how teachers address potentially 

controversial issues as well as teacher curricular planning. This theme concludes with an 

examination of the policy influences of curricular standards and testing on the participants’ 

decision making.  

                                                 
8
 This will be abbreviated as IB PYP. The participants in this study as well as the principal of Vista Verde 

commonly used this acronym interchangeably with simply “IB” or “PYP” as well.  
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Organizational influences: The International Baccalaureate Primary Years 

Programme 

The International Baccalaureate Primary Years Programme (IB PYP) at Vista 

Verde Elementary School is a dominant contextual influence on the school culture, 

curriculum, and structure. 

 

Figure 1. Structure of International Baccalaureate Primary Years Programme 

(International Baccalaureate, n.d.).  

The International Baccalaureate is an international not-for-profit educational foundation, 

started in 1968, that provides four programs of education for students in public, charter, 

and private schools on every continent but Antarctica. The Primary Years Programme 
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(Figure 1), founded in 1997, is intended for children ages 3-12 (International 

Baccalaureate, 2015). At Vista Verde Elementary School, students follow the IB PYP 

through the fifth grade, have the option of continuing into the Middle Years Programme at 

another Morningside middle school, and can graduate from the Diploma Programme at a 

Morningside high school.   

Although teachers at Vista Verde Elementary are required to cover the Texas state 

learning standards, they do not have to use Morningside School District aligned curriculum 

that all other non-IB PYP schools in the district must follow. Instead, teachers develop the 

curriculum around six transdisciplinary themes, also known as “units of inquiry”, which 

are generated by the International Baccalaureate organization: who we are, how we express 

ourselves, how the world works, where we are in place and time, how we organize 

ourselves, and sharing the planet (Figures 1 & 2). While all six units are taught every year, 

Vista Verde Elementary allows the teachers at each grade level to determine the sequence 

in a way that, as Principal Rogelio Garza stated, “makes sense to our kids” (Interview, 

September 28, 2016).  
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Figure 2. Primary Years Programme transdisciplinary themes (Sackson, 2012) 

International Baccalaureate Primary Years Programme and the Social Studies 

The IB PYP supports social studies learning through its units of inquiry. Ms. Kirby 

explained the relationship between the units and social studies, stating, 

For sure, how we organize ourselves, because that is government. Who we are… 

we talk about human motivation. It’s when we talk about the pilgrimages and the 

colonization, and what would drive someone to do that. A lot of my kids are second 

generation, from India, Korea, et cetera, so it is their first Americanized generation, 

so we talk a lot about that: what made your parents take this kind of risk....When 
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you hit the spring we do where we are in place and time and how we express 

ourselves, which are very social studies driven. We talk about the 20th century and 

the history, and at the same time we’re looking at cultural responses to all of these 

events and how we express ourselves. (Interview, May 20, 2016)  

As described by Ms. Kirby, the PYP units of inquiry go beyond an understanding of social 

studies content knowledge and into a more in-depth understanding of abstract concepts and 

ideas (Figure 2). For instance, the fifth grade team’s social studies lesson plans during the 

who we are unit, which covered European explorers and the colonization of North America, 

were framed around an inquiry into “how beliefs and values influence human actions”, 

looking specifically at “the risks and sacrifices humans make to pursue beliefs and values” 

and “the conflicts that arise due to beliefs and values” (Lesson Plans, Week of September 

5, 2016). A curriculum which engages elementary students in abstract concepts such as 

these (as opposed to simply memorizing dates, names and events) supports VanSledright’s 

(2002) assertion that even young students are capable of thinking deeply about history. 

Because the IB organization designs the units of inquiry as transdisciplinary, social 

studies lessons in the participants’ classrooms were almost always accompanied with a 

writing component. For this unit, both teachers assigned students a written reflection about 

why someone may move to another country. After studying the reasons for European 

exploration and colonization, students also wrote a fictional diary entry as someone 

immigrating to the thirteen colonies. In this way, the teachers integrated language arts and 

social studies instruction around the theme of human beliefs and values.  
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The National Council for the Social Studies’ (2009b) position statement on 

Powerful and Purposeful Teaching and Learning in Elementary School Social Studies 

states that “powerful social studies teaching crosses disciplinary boundaries.” Research in 

elementary social studies has suggested a number of benefits to using a transdisciplinary 

approach. Brophy and Alleman (2002; 2008) argued for an elementary social studies 

curriculum which, like the IB PYP curriculum, is organized through several 

transdisciplinary conceptual units. They suggested a social studies curriculum which 

focuses on nine cultural universals, or “dimensions of daily life in all cultures” (2002, p. 

104): food, clothing, shelter, communication, transportation, family living, money, 

government, and childhood around the world. Several units in the cultural universals 

curriculum overlap with the IB PYP curriculum’s units of inquiry. For instance, the sharing 

the planet IB PYP unit of inquiry (Figure 2) includes an exploration of finite resources, 

such as food, clothing, shelter, and money. The how we organize ourselves IB PYP unit of 

inquiry studies the concept of government, and how we express ourselves aligns with the 

cultural universal of communication. According to Brophy and Alleman (2009), such a 

transdisciplinary approach to social studies keeps the content relevant to all students’ daily 

lives and therefore meaningful, regardless of the students’ identities or backgrounds, while 

helping them make sense of their world. Furthermore, it highlights the similarities diverse 

students share, which can foster empathy and counteract bias.  

The IB PYP is a significant organizational influence at Vista Verde Elementary 

School. It especially impacted Ms. Wilson’s and Ms. Kirby’s decision making, particularly 

in regards to the social studies. In the following section, I examine the ways that the PYP 
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contributed to the school climate at Vista Verde Elementary School, focusing specifically 

at its impact on social studies curriculum and instruction. 

 

The International Baccalaureate Primary Years Programme in context at Vista Verde 

Elementary School 

In many schools, social studies instructional time has decreased (Fitchett et al., 

2014c; Kahne & Middaugh, 2008). This is especially true at the elementary level (Fitchett 

et al., 2014a, 2014b; Pace, 2008; Wills, 2007). However, social studies is an important part 

of the curriculum at Vista Verde Elementary School. One salient reason for this was 

because of the relationship between the IB PYP and social studies. After attending a 

professional development with other elementary teachers from Morningside School 

District, Ms. Wilson reflected, 

I asked how the other [schools] were teaching social studies? And, of course, they 

aren’t teaching it. So… it dawned on me how much of a priority social studies is 

here [at Vista Verde]. So that is better…. The thing about social studies here is that 

it is shared with PYP. There is a big push for PYP that naturally comes from social 

studies in most cases…. Our principal feels really strongly that our kids need to get 

their social studies, which includes the PYP. (Interview, October 20, 2016)  

Principal Garza affirmed Ms. Wilson’s perceptions, stating that, “social studies, in terms 

of the IB… is at the heart of what we do” (Interview, September 28, 2016). Many 

elementary school teachers feel that social studies is not valued at their school (VanFossen, 

2005; Zhao & Hoge, 2005). However, VanFossen (2005) found that teachers will devote 
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more instructional time to social studies if they believe the principal considers it to be an 

important subject. Ms. Wilson’s quote affirmed this idea. 

Besides having administrative support for teaching social studies, Ms. Wilson and 

Ms. Kirby shared generally positive perceptions of the IB PYP because they believed it 

allowed them more freedom to structure their own curriculum and instruction. Teachers at 

Vista Verde Elementary School are still required to teach the fifth grade Texas state 

learning standards, known as the TEKS (Texas Essential Knowledge and Skills). However, 

as an IB PYP school, they do not have to follow Morningside School District’s mandated 

curricular sequence. Instead, the teachers at each grade level are allowed to determine the 

sequence in a way that, as Mr. Garza put it, “makes sense to our kids” (Interview, 

September 28, 2016). In the fifth grade team meetings, the teachers frequently 

demonstrated that authority and freedom when discussing lesson plans. For instance, one 

teacher successfully argued to the other fifth grade teachers that the sequence of two math 

topics should be switched, telling them, “We’re IB. We can do that” (Field notes, October 

13, 2016). They recorded their decision in the “notes for the principal” section of their 

team’s weekly lesson plans, knowing that he would support their decision.   

In describing the team’s lesson plans, Ms. Kirby stated, “It’s very scripted, but 

people use them or not. We have a principal, luckily, who doesn’t expect a cookie cutter 

thing happening in every room” (Interview, May 20, 2016). Principal Garza described how 

the IB PYP curricular structure and philosophy, with its emphasis on inquiry, led to 

differentiation amongst the different classes, even those at the same grade level. He 

explained, “Each class might have different directions as they are going through their units 
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because kids might have different questions about what they are learning. So that kind of 

decides which direction you are going into” (Interview, September 28, 2016). Studies have 

shown that elementary school administrators are a decisive element of a positive school 

climate that includes an atmosphere of trust between teachers and administrators (Bryk, 

Camburn, & Louis, 1999; Price, 2012). In a bureaucratic school climate, administrators 

may seek to control teachers through school structures, including the curriculum 

(Cornbleth, 2001), but this did not appear to be the case at Vista Verde Elementary. Ms. 

Wilson and Ms. Kirby occasionally appeared overwhelmed and frustrated by the additional 

work that came from being IB PYP educators. This included creating and planning their 

own curricular scope and sequence, attending additional professional development 

workshops, and facilitating special student projects. Overall, however, they both 

appreciated the autonomy they felt to determine their own curriculum and instruction.  

In addition to allowing more time for social studies instruction, Ms. Kirby believed 

that being a PYP school positively affected the content she could address with her students. 

The ways teachers view, discuss, and think about curriculum have a major role in shaping 

how it is enacted in the classroom (Cornbleth, 1985, 1990). Ms. Kirby perceived the units 

of inquiry as allowing students to discuss potentially controversial issues, such as religion, 

which she may not have felt comfortable even mentioning at non-IB PYP schools. For 

instance, during the who we are unit of inquiry, when students studied the reasons that 

European colonizers came to North America, Ms. Kirby began the lesson by leading a 

discussion with students about their own personal beliefs and values. Students went to 

different parts of the room labeled as money, faith, fame, love, or independence to indicate 
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what they would be willing to risk their own lives for. Over half of the class chose faith, 

and Ms. Kirby called on several volunteers to share why that was important to them, telling 

them, “Since it’s an IB school, we can talk about faith” (Field Notes, September 8, 2016). 

Afterwards, she explained her comment: 

Ms. Kirby: I feel so much more comfortable talking about faith in this environment 

than just your average school. It ties into the curriculum, into the IB themes.… I 

don’t talk about mine [religion] but I love to kind of let them, I want them to feel, 

to be able to defend themselves, their beliefs. IB gives me the authority to be 

preachy. 

Alice: What do you mean by authority? 

Ms. Kirby: I guess the freedom? We can talk about religion, we can talk about all 

kinds of things in here that I wouldn’t feel comfortable otherwise in a non-IB 

school. (Interview, September 8, 2016) 

Cornbleth (2001) described different “climates of constraint” that can either limit or 

negatively impact teachers’ curricular and instructional decisions. In a climate of external 

curricular challenges, teachers may be hesitant to discuss potentially controversial topics, 

such as religion, out of concerns of censorship by parents or administrators. At Vista Verde, 

though, Ms. Kirby felt that the IB PYP curriculum actually freed her to allow discussion 

about topics such as religion, because the unit description included “beliefs and values” 

and “spiritual health” (Sackson, 2012). However, the second theme of this chapter 

discusses in-depth how, and why, her perception of authority in terms of discussing 

controversial issues did not extend to the presidential election. 
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Like Ms. Kirby, Ms. Wilson believed that the PYP gave her greater autonomy over 

her curricular-instructional decisions, but for a different reason. Ms. Wilson did not appear 

concerned at all about addressing controversial issues with her students, regardless of being 

at a PYP school. For instance, she said that she would not have a problem discussing the 

presidential candidates’ policies in regards to gay rights because she would approach it 

from a neutral stance of gathering information about the candidates (Interview, May 25, 

2016). This is also discussed in-depth in the second theme of this chapter. Instead, Ms. 

Wilson believed that being a PYP school allowed her space to modify her instruction to 

include topics outside of the mandated curriculum. She stated, “I honestly don’t think we’d 

be talking about the election as much if we weren’t IB” (Interview, October 19, 2016). In 

preliminary interviews in the spring of 2016, she told me that it would not be a problem 

for her to dedicate instructional time to election-related activities and discussions in her 

classroom in the fall. She explained, 

That’s the nice thing about being in an IB school, that’s actually a benefit, and I 

love it because that’s how I naturally do things anyways. We are encouraged to flex 

our schedule as needed…. It’s very common for me to do two hours of science or 

else we will do two hours of social studies, whatever works for us for that particular 

day, so if I need more time… I can just tweak my schedule. (Interview, May 25, 

2016) 

During classroom observations, I noted multiple instances where Ms. Wilson deviated from 

her team’s lesson plans for social studies, which were written by another fifth grade teacher 

who did not participate in this study. One major difference was that Ms. Wilson did not 
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like to use the assigned myWorld Social Studies textbook from Pearson, telling me that the 

textbook “is too big, too wordy, it doesn’t have any activities, and I don’t like it, I ain’t 

using it, OK!” (Interview, October 20, 2016). While elementary teachers have little-to-no 

control in textbook selection and adoption, they tend to have a large amount of autonomy 

over the curriculum-in-use when including textbooks into their instruction (Cornbleth, 

1985; Kon, 1995; Thornton & Houser, 1996). Factors which can influence elementary 

teachers’ decisions about textbook use include the teachers' educational experiences, their 

views about how best to teach social studies, their evaluations of the needs and abilities of 

their students, and the characteristics of their schools (Chall, Conard & Harris-Sharples, 

1991; Kon, 1995).  

Ms. Wilson believed that the Pearson textbook contained too much text and 

gratuitous information, which could overwhelm her students, a significant number of 

whom received special education services. In addition, she did not like the way the fifth 

grade social studies lesson plans were “just reading out of the book.… If I have a choice 

between reading a book and doing the activities, I’ll do activities. I just don’t think the kids 

are going to remember a lot of the book” (Interview, May 18, 2016). Ms. Wilson preferred 

the Teachers’ Curriculum Institute’s History Alive! textbook, which she had been using 

every year that she taught fifth grade, because the chapters were much shorter, and she 

liked many of the accompanying activities. She believed that the activities would help 

students retain content knowledge better than if they simply read from the books. Her 

pedagogical choices demonstrated a certain amount of autonomy, yet also shows that her 

reasons for doing so were based on students learning the content knowledge required by 
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the state learning standards. The TEKS, as well as standardized testing, were important 

policy influences (Grant, 2003) on the teachers as well; this is detailed in the following 

section. 

Policy influences: Standards and testing at Vista Verde Elementary School 

Another factor that contributed to the teachers’ decision making as curricular-

instructional gatekeepers (Thornton, 1991) involved the technical curriculum of state 

learning standards and standardized testing. Many elementary and secondary teachers feel 

pressured to adjust their own curriculum and instruction to “teach to the test,” which 

involves teaching state-mandated content while reducing social studies instructional time 

in favor of tested subjects such as reading and math (Brophy & Alleman, 2009; Cornbleth, 

2008; Fitchett et al., 2014a, 2014b; Grant & Salinas, 2008; Pace, 2008; White et al., 2003; 

Wills, 2007). This narrowing of the social studies curriculum appears to happen most at 

low-performing schools with high minority populations (Pace, 2011; Wills, 2007). 

Teachers at low-income schools with subpar test scores are less likely to include instruction 

in non-tested subjects due to the pressures of student performance, which is used to 

measure teachers’ competency (Fitchett et al., 2014a). However, more affluent schools 

such as Vista Verde Elementary are able to spend much more time on social studies due to 

perceptions that students will inevitably perform well on standardized tests (Fitchett et al., 

2014a; Pace, 2011). This was one reason why Ms. Wilson and Ms. Kirby felt relatively 

comfortable dedicating some class time during the fall semester to other, non-tested topics, 

such as the election. Ms. Kirby explained, “When it becomes spring time, we definitely 
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start to do more science, more STAAR prep, but in the fall that’s not really an issue.… It 

gives us time to do things like the election” (Interview, May 25, 2016).  

 Fifth grade performance indicators from the Vista Verde Elementary website 

showed that fifth graders had passing rates in the upper 90th percentile for science, math, 

and reading standardized tests during the 2015-2016 school year. These high scores meant 

that the principal, Mr. Garza, felt he could grant teachers greater autonomy over their 

curriculum and instruction than they may have had at lower performing schools. When 

asked if he felt that standardized testing posed any constraints on the teachers’ curricular 

choices, Principal Garza stated, 

The good thing about testing is even though we put it in different sequences, we 

still explore all the TEKS by the time they take STAAR.9 So, we perform really 

well every year, we knocked it out of the park again this year! I think the district 

lets us be, they let us do our thing. (Interview, September 28, 2016) 

Principal Garza appeared to consider Vista Verde Elementary’s high test scores as a sort 

of “protection” against interference from Morningside School District officials. His 

attitude contributed to a “trickle down” school climate where the teachers felt more 

comfortable making their own decisions about how to structure and cover the curriculum. 

Ms. Wilson and Ms. Kirby did note, though, that in the spring semester, they would begin 

doing dedicated test preparation with students in the form of reading passages and math 

                                                 
9
 STAAR, or State of Texas Assessments of Academic Readiness, are the state-mandated standardized tests 

Texas public school students must take every year, beginning in the third grade. Fifth graders in Texas take 

science, math, and language arts STAAR tests; social studies is not tested. 
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tutoring for students who performed poorly on the middle-of-year district benchmark tests. 

Ms. Kirby explained, “When the science STAAR rolls around [in the spring semester], we 

do cannibalize social studies. I don’t feel like we do that all year at all, but it gets a little 

chewed away at right before the test” (Interview, May 25, 2016). However, during the fall 

semester, the teachers did not have to devote instructional time specifically to test 

preparation, which likely contributed to the amount of time they felt they could spend 

discussing the presidential campaign. 

Although official test preparation would not begin until the spring semester, Ms. 

Wilson and Ms. Kirby still felt pressure to cover all the content which would be tested at 

the end of the school year. Teachers at Vista Verde Elementary School do not need to 

follow the Morningside School District’s mandated curricular sequence, but they are still 

required to teach the Texas state learning standards, or TEKS. While Ms. Kirby and Ms. 

Wilson had autonomy in terms of structuring the curriculum, they did feel pressure to 

address all of the fifth grade TEKS, because the Science, Math and Language Arts TEKS 

would be tested in the spring.  

Grant (2003) and VanFossen (2005) claimed that curriculum standards do not have 

a great influence on teachers’ practices, yet this was not true of Ms. Wilson and Ms. Kirby. 

They often relied on the TEKS to structure the content of their curriculum. When asked 

about her goals for students in terms of social studies, Ms. Wilson first responded, “Content 

knowledge. The TEKS tell you what they are supposed to learn” (Interview, May 18, 

2016). Ms. Kirby, who was responsible for writing the fifth grade team’s language arts 

lesson plans, stated, 
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When I do Language Arts, I cover my rear end, I know what TEKS need to be done, 

and I know that by the end the school year I will have addressed all the TEKS in 

my plans. Everybody is held accountable and you cannot get around the testing, so 

people just work it their own way. (Interview, May 20, 2016)  

High-stakes testing can cause teachers to align the curriculum to the tests, often by 

narrowing the curriculum to tested subjects and content (Au, 2007). Even in a high 

performing school with a principal who seemed to support teacher autonomy, Ms. Kirby 

was influenced by testing and her accountability in terms of covering all of the TEKS. The 

PYP curriculum granted her a certain amount of autonomy in her curricular and 

instructional choices, yet she still felt that she had to “cover her rear end” (Interview, May 

20, 2016) and align her curriculum to the TEKS, because that content would be tested on 

the STAAR.  

While the standards constrained teachers’ curricular enactment to a certain extent, 

Ms. Wilson also used them as a tool to defend her curricular choices. For instance, in the 

fall semester students in her class created informational posters comparing Hillary Clinton 

and Donald Trump’s stances on three campaign issues of their choice. Although this was 

not in the team lesson plans, Ms. Wilson believed that this was an appropriate project 

because, besides informing students about the candidates, it covered a number of language 

arts TEKS about researching information, gathering sources, synthesizing, and presenting 

information. Because it covered so many standards, she felt it was an appropriate curricular 

activity and was unconcerned about any possible negative responses from parents or 

administrators.  
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This study was grounded in the idea that teachers are gatekeepers (Thornton, 

1991) who make choices about their curriculum and instruction in complex climates 

(Cornbleth, 1990; Grant, 2003; Kon, 1995). This first theme explored the organizational 

and policy influences (Grant, 2003) which impacted the teachers’ decision making and 

perceptions of autonomy, particularly in regards to the 2016 presidential election. The 

PYP is a major organizational influence, affecting the ways Ms. Kirby and Ms. Wilson 

structured and taught social studies. The TEKS and standardized tests are policy 

influences which also played a salient role in the teachers’ decision making. The second 

and third themes turn their attention to the social and political contextual factors which 

influenced the teachers’ decision making in regards to the election. 

THEME 2: THE 2016 PRESIDENTIAL CAMPAIGN 

 Teachers choices are influenced by an array of complex, overlapping, and 

interactive contextual factors and forces that directly and indirectly affect their decisions 

(Cornbleth, 1990; Grant, 2003; Kon, 1995). The contextual factors that affect teacher 

decision making can be sociocultural, which includes demographic, social, political and 

economic conditions, traditions, and ideologies. According to Cornbleth (2008), “what 

happens in the community-society-world does influence what happens in school 

classrooms, shaping what students do or do not have opportunities to learn and how and 

how well they are enabled to learn” (p. 2149). Even “echoes” of phenomena removed from 

the actual classroom can impact teachers’ decision making and practices (Cornbleth, 2008). 

The effects these factors have on curriculum policy or practice are greatly influenced by 

the teachers, based on perceived expediency, practicality, feasibility, and compatibility 
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with their personal values or priorities (Cornbleth, 2008). The second theme of this study’s 

results examines how the phenomenon of the 2016 presidential election affected the 

participants’ decision making. 

Grant (2003) categorized three influences on teacher decision making: 

organizational, policy, and personal. The first theme of this chapter examined the 

organizational and policy influences on the participants’ decision making within the 

context of Vista Verde Elementary School. Keeping in mind that “few teacher decisions 

reflect purely one category or another” (Grant, 2003, p. 152), the second and third themes 

of this chapter pay particular attention to the personal factors that influenced the teachers 

curricular-instructional decisions. These influences included teachers’ beliefs based on 

their personal values and lived experiences and their views of teaching and learning.  

In order to explore the many facets that impacted the teachers’ decision making 

during the election, I begin this section with a description of the sociopolitical context of 

the study. Then, I provide a description of the participants’ expressed partisan beliefs and 

identities. Because students have a major impact on teachers’ decision making and 

practices (Grant, 2003), I next describe Ms. Wilson’s and Ms. Kirby’s students’ exposure 

and reactions to the campaign and candidates, in order to provide context for the teachers’ 

pedagogical decisions. Then, I explore in-depth the ways that both teachers approached the 

election, looking specifically at how they dealt with the inherently controversial nature of 

the campaign, and how Ms. Wilson changed her approach following the release of a video 

of Donald Trump one month before the general election. Finally, I conclude the campaign-



 112 

classroom narrative by examining both teachers’ reactions to the general election, leading 

to Donald Trump’s inauguration in January 2017. 

The sociopolitical context of this study 

The majority of data collection for this study occurred from August 2016 through 

the inauguration of President Donald J. Trump on January 20, 2017. During this time, the 

United States was—and continues to be—in the midst of significant political polarization, 

defined by McAvoy and Hess (2013) as “moments in time when political discourse and 

action bifurcates toward ideological extremes” (p. 26). A 2014 Pew Research Center 

survey found that Democrats and Republicans are more ideologically divided than they 

have ever been in the past 20 years, with Republicans’ political values shifting more 

towards the right, and Democrats’ to the left. A second study found that partisan dislike 

and distrust are also greater and more ingrained in members of both parties; sixty-six 

percent of consistent conservative Republicans believe that the Democrats’ policies 

threaten the nation’s well-being, while 50% of consistent liberal Democrats believe the 

reverse (Dimock et al., 2014). A follow-up survey published in the spring of 2016 found 

that partisan divides have widened between Republicans and Democrats on many political 

issues, including immigration, entitlements, and the presence and impact of racial 

discrimination on African-Americans (Pew Research Center, 2016b). Furthermore, people 

who are ideologically consistent are more likely to exist in “echo chambers” where they 

live and interact with people who share the same values (Dimock et al., 2014; Hess & 

McAvoy, 2015). According to McAvoy and Hess (2013), this leads to extremist views as 

well as intolerance and distrust for people who hold different perspectives. 
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 Hess and McAvoy (2015) further asserted that because students are experiencing 

this political culture firsthand, polarization can carry over into the classroom. This was 

dramatically demonstrated in two online studies conducted by the Southern Poverty Law 

Center’s Teaching Tolerance project both before and immediately following the election 

(SPLC, 2016a, 2016b). The latter study surveyed over ten thousand educators about the 

effects of the campaign on their students. Approximately 80% of the respondents reported 

that their students (mainly Muslims, African-Americans, immigrants, and LGBT students) 

had heightened concerns or fears about the impact of the election on them and their 

families. Forty percent of the respondents reported derogatory language or acts from 

students that were directed at those populations, as well as at females, students with 

disabilities, and students who had openly not supported Trump, with 50% stating that their 

students were targeting each other based on which of the two candidates they supported. 

In all, 90% of the respondents reported a negative impact on students’ states of mind and 

their behavior following the election, with many of the teachers expressing concern about 

how the election would continue to impact students for the rest of the school year (SPLC, 

2016b).  

The studies conducted by the Southern Poverty Law Center’s Teaching Tolerance 

project stated that while the studies were not scientific (for one, the surveys were only 

available through their website, rather than a random sample of teachers), the data collected 

was still “the richest source of information about the immediate impact of the election on 

our country” (SPLC, 2016b, p. 4). The findings indicated that many teachers’ classroom 

practices changed dramatically as they tried to decide “what, whether or how” to teach 
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about the election, if at all (SPLC, 2016a, p. 12). Although it is a widely held belief that 

schools have a responsibility to prepare students for citizenship in a democracy (e.g. 

Anderson et al., 1997; Barton & Levstik, 2004; Dewey, 1916; Parker, 2003), there is still 

much to learn about how elementary educators teach about politics and political events, 

particularly in such a polarizing time. This constitutes a significant gap in educational 

research on teacher practices, particularly in the aftermath of the 2016 presidential 

campaign, which this study sought to address.  

The participants’ partisan beliefs and identities 

 Ms. Wilson described herself as a liberal Democrat and unequivocally supported 

Hillary Clinton, casting her ballot for her on the first day of early voting. She stayed 

informed about the campaign by listening to NPR and watching CNN at home, in addition 

to reading the local newspaper. In preliminary interviews, Ms. Wilson appeared to be 

tolerant of people with different political alignments, telling me that her boyfriend was 

Republican, and that her students “can have any opinion they want [about politics]…. I’m 

happy seeing them expressing their opinions and I don’t express any opinions to put anyone 

else’s opinion down. That’s true in my classroom, that’s true in my life” (Interview, May 

26, 2016). However, following the general election in November, Ms. Wilson expressed 

strong negative opinions about the Republican party, stating that the “scariest thing” about 

Donald Trump’s upcoming presidency was that, with a Republican-controlled Congress 

and a Supreme Court where the majority of justices were appointed by Republican 

presidents (with at least one open seat since the death of Associate Justice Antonin Scalia), 

she was afraid that the president would have “carte blanche” in terms of executive power 
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(Interview, November 10, 2016). She was especially critical of the president-elect, 

describing him as “being a Russian agent, whether witting or unwitting, being a racist, a 

sexist, an Islamophobe, and being basically so unstable that now I am wondering whether 

we can get through 4 years without him pushing the [nuclear] button, you know?” 

(Interview, November 10, 2016). She was particularly concerned about how Donald Trump 

would change the tax code or repeal the Affordable Care Act, which she believed would 

“be very damaging to the country” (Interview, February 11, 2017).   

Ms. Kirby’s partisan identity and political beliefs were less clearly defined; 

although stating that she tended to vote Republican, she also expressed traditionally liberal 

social values regarding a woman’s right to choose and gay rights. She linked these values 

to her Christian beliefs to not be “haters and to judge,” though she believed many people 

were currently doing so in the name of Christianity (Interview, May 23, 2016).  Ms. Kirby 

described herself as “pretty conservative” but said she did not want to be “pigeon-holed” 

into one political party (Interview, October 15, 2016). She stated that “I see a lot of shades 

of grey…. I feel like people are so black and white about things, and I don’t think anything 

is black and white” (Interview, May 23, 2016). In our initial interviews in the spring of 

2016, she stated that, “I might just vote for the other person because if [Donald Trump] is 

a women hater and is a discriminator against women, I am going to vote Hillary [Clinton]” 

(Interview, May 23, 2016).  

Ms. Kirby was clearly uncomfortable with the politically polarized climate of the 

nation and refused to put political signs in her yard or bumper stickers on her car, 

explaining, “I don’t want any conflict or controversy, I shy away from that .… I prefer 
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anonymity” (Interview, May 23, 2016). By election day, she had decided that she could 

not vote for either candidate, although she felt guilty for not using her “God-given right to 

vote” (Interview, November 8, 2016). Her reason for not voting for Donald Trump was 

because she considered him to be misogynistic; however, she was unable to give a clear 

reason for why she did not vote for Hillary Clinton either. Ms. Kirby appeared to be tired 

of the election, telling me on election day that “I’m just glad it’s finally over” (Interview, 

November 8, 2016); this may explain her growing apathy towards the campaign, which 

included avoiding media campaign coverage at home, and ultimately why she did not vote.  

Classroom context: Students’ exposure and reactions to the 2016 presidential 

campaign 

       The students in Ms. Wilson and Ms. Kirby’s classes were exposed to the campaign 

both inside and outside of school via the media, and brought up the campaign during class 

time. Even very young students arrive at school with knowledge and beliefs based on their 

experiences with parents, peers, their community, and the media (Hobbs, Cabral, Ebrahimi 

& Yoon, 2011). By the time they begin elementary school, many children have already 

begun to form their ideas and attitudes about other people and cultures through media 

exposure (Hobbs, Cabral, Ebrahimi & Yoon, 2011). Before the general election, Ms. Kirby 

asked her students if they were watching the news at home, including the presidential 

debates, with the majority of students responding in the affirmative (Field Notes, 

September 27, 2016). Several of them described radio advertisements and yard signs they 

saw in their neighborhood as well (Field Notes, October 25, 2016). In Ms. Wilson’s class, 

many students were able to describe online, radio, and television campaign advertisements 
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they had seen (Field Notes, October 6, 2016) and she reported that many students had 

watched the second presidential debate at home (Interview, October 10, 2016).  

 Students received daily exposure to the news media at school as well. At Vista 

Verde Elementary School, all of the fifth grade classes watched CNN Student News10 in 

the mornings. CNN Student News is a daily 10-minute news program which can be 

accessed online for free Monday through Friday during the school year. Each show covers 

between three and five global news stories across a wide variety of topics. In the fall 

semester of 2016, this regularly included broadcasts related to the United States 

presidential election, including clips from presidential debates, explanatory segments on 

swing states and the electoral college, and the results of the election. Following the general 

election, CNN Student News covered issues related to the transition, such as Donald 

Trump’s meetings with political leaders, his Cabinet appointments, and his inauguration 

on January 20, 2017. Students in Ms. Kirby and Ms. Wilson’s classes appeared to enjoy 

watching CNN Student News, regularly reminding their teachers to show the program (Ms. 

Kirby, Field Notes, September 6, 2016; October 24, 2016; October 25, 2016; Ms. Wilson, 

Field Notes, September 16, 2016; September 27, 2016). In Ms. Kirby’s class, one candidate 

for student council even included a campaign promise to “make sure that we show CNN 

every day” (Field Notes, October 25, 2016). In the spring, when students created a 

classroom government with Cabinet positions, the “Secretary of Energy’s” responsibilities 

included making sure that CNN Student News would be shown on the overhead projector 

                                                 
10

 CNN Student News was renamed CNN 10 on January 1, 2017 (Cable News Network [CNN]). 



 118 

every day (Field Notes, January 27, 2017). Because of their enthusiasm, watching CNN 

Student News was a fixed part of the morning routine in both classrooms, providing the 

students with campaign coverage. (This changed in Ms. Wilson’s class following the 

election, which is discussed later in this theme.)  

Because of the amount of exposure to the campaign, students brought up the 

election in class. As the general election approached, Ms. Kirby explained: 

Ms. Kirby: It’s definitely come up more in class. My students will come up to me 

and say, “Ms. [Kirby], did you hear what Donald Trump said last night?” 

Alice: Such as? 

Ms. Kirby: They bring up the wall a lot. Some things he's said about women. And 

things he's said about immigration. Obviously some of them are concerned, not all, 

but some. Most of them, their parents or grandparents immigrated to the United 

States, so I think that's why. 

Alice: What do you do when they bring it up? 

Ms. Kirby: It depends.… I'll ask them where they got their information from…. A 

lot of them watch the news with their parents, which I guess doesn't surprise me, 

since they're so informed. They're usually more informed than I am.  

Alice: Do they bring up Hillary at all? 

Ms. Kirby: Definitely not as much as Trump. I've heard them say they support her, 

but Trump definitely gets more attention. 

Alice: Why do you think that is? 



 119 

Ms. Kirby: Well, like I said, they're concerned about what he's said about 

immigration. And I think he's more in your face, getting lots of media coverage. 

He's more aggressive, and they [the students] pick up on that. (Interview, November 

1, 2016) 

Students were viewing media coverage of the campaign at home, which influenced how 

they were informed about the election and candidates. Ms. Wilson similarly noted that her 

students spoke more about Donald Trump than Hillary Clinton because “a lot of what 

they're seeing in the media is very personality-focused, and he's drawn a lot of attention to 

himself” (Interview, October 6, 2016). Students brought the media messages they received 

into the classroom, which led to occasional disagreements among the students.  

The students’ bringing up their concerns about Donald Trump to Ms. Kirby also 

demonstrated how students were personally affected by the campaign. Ms. Kirby 

understood that many of her students, of whom all but two were the children or 

grandchildren of Asian immigrants, were concerned about Donald Trump’s statements 

about immigration. This supported similar findings from the Southern Poverty Law 

Center’s (2016a) pre-election survey of teachers, when more than two-thirds of the 

respondents reported that their students—particularly the children of immigrants—were 

fearful of how a Trump presidency would negatively impact them.  

Besides the policies of the candidates, the nature of the election itself had an impact 

on students. Vista Verde Elementary held a mock election in which all students privately 

voted for a candidate. After students voted in class, the teachers tallied up the responses; 

Ms. Kirby’s class was almost unanimously for Hillary Clinton, while in Ms. Wilson’s class 



 120 

about two-thirds of the students voted for Hillary Clinton, and the rest for Donald Trump 

(Field Notes, October 25, 2016). Students in both classes openly stated their support for 

the presidential candidates, yet the teachers did not engage students in discussions about 

their reasons for supporting the candidates. In addition, Ms. Wilson often disregarded 

students when they made unsupported blanket statements about the candidates, such as 

“Hillary Clinton lied about her e-mails” and “Donald Trump hates women” (Field Notes, 

September 16, 2016). Although mock elections are one way for students to experience the 

democratic process, it does not teach students how to engage in participatory politics (e.g. 

Parker, 2003). 

 As was described in the first chapter of this study, when Ms. Wilson first explained 

to her students that they would need to prepare a speech if they wanted to run for fifth grade 

representative, one girl raised her hand and asked, “If we are campaigning against each 

other, does that mean we need to say nasty things about each other?” Almost all of the 

students in Ms. Wilson’s class (including the girl who had asked the question) had seen the 

second presidential debate the previous night (Field Notes, October 10, 2016). Ms. Wilson 

later confided to me that she was surprised so many students had seen the debate; she had 

not allowed her own eight-year-old daughter to watch it because she did not want her 

daughter to see what she had predicted would be an “ugly fight, not a debate” (Interview, 

October 10, 2016). 

 After the student asked Ms. Wilson if they needed to say “nasty things” about the 

other candidates for student council representative, Ms. Wilson gave a speech to the entire 

class. She told them that the current presidential election “is not supposed to be this 
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nasty…. It is supposed to be civil.” She described previous debates, even just four years 

previously, when candidates shook hands and spoke respectfully to each other. Ms. Wilson 

ended her speech by telling her students, “I am sorry that you guys are coming of age and 

first noticing an election when this is happening. This is not normal” (Field Notes, October 

10, 2016).   

  Similar to Ms. Wilson, Hess and McAvoy (2015) viewed the current political 

climate as dysfunctional, in the sense that it has been “increasingly divisive, polarized, and 

vitriolic” (p. 19). They claimed that, “young people coming of age within this climate are 

likely to view political dysfunction as the norm” (pp. 19-20). Teachers have been faced 

with difficult choices about whether to engage with students about political issues, and how 

(Hess, 2002; Hess & McAvoy, 2015). This has been a timely issue which elementary and 

secondary educators have had to consider. 

In the Southern Poverty Law Center’s (2016b) post-election report on the impact 

of the 2016 presidential election on schools, approximately half of the 10,000 primary and 

secondary educators who responded stated that their students were targeting each other 

based on which candidate they supported. Despite the fact that the teachers did not ask 

students to discuss their political preferences, dissention amongst the students still emerged 

in their classrooms. Ms. Wilson described one argument between two of her students 

immediately following the inauguration, saying, 

One of them said something really negative about Trump and the other was really 

defensive, and they were in each other’s faces. But they were people who weren't 

normally enemies... One of them is a type who never really gets in trouble—neither 



 122 

of them really do…. I'd never seen that level of hostility before.… You could tell it 

was really personal to them both. (Interview, February 1, 2017) 

In this instance Ms. Wilson chose not to intervene, because, she explained, the argument 

was over quickly and did not occur during instructional time. Although Ms. Wilson 

privately supported Hillary Clinton, she stated that she felt that students should base their 

political decisions on their knowledge of the candidates’ stances on issues and their 

personal beliefs, saying that, “I don’t want that social pressure [from the other students] to 

be exerted on their political ideals” (Interview, October 19, 2016). Ms. Kirby similarly felt 

that students should not be influenced by their friends’ choice of candidates, saying, “it is 

not about voting like your bestie [best friend],” adding, “my husband and I aren’t even 

talking about who we will vote for because we get in fights. It is very personal” (Field 

Notes, October 25, 2016). Using these examples, chapter 5 of this study explores how both 

teachers’ approaches can be problematic, and offers ways that teachers actually can engage 

students in civil discussions about politics and elections. 

While Ms. Kirby also stated her desire for her students to form their own opinions 

about politics, she was also concerned that students feel free to express those opinions 

without fear of being bullied or put down by their peers. In the spring of 2016, when I first 

began interviewing the participants, Ms. Kirby introduced me to her class and asked me to 

explain this study. Many of the students were eager to tell me that they supported Hillary 

Clinton and not Donald Trump. After class, one student came up to me and quietly told me 

that she actually supported Donald Trump, but did not want to say so in front of her 

classmates. (Field Notes, May 23, 2016). Ms. Kirby discussed this afterwards, saying, 
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I kinda felt bad because the kids are like that—they are not going to pipe up if 

they're in the minority. Especially not in politics for whatever reason, maybe it is 

just because Trump is so polarizing. But that makes me a little sad. I want them to 

be outspoken. I want them to feel like they can share. (Interview, May 25, 2016) 

McAvoy and Hess (2013) asserted that “like-mindedness” among students (such as when 

a student body overwhelmingly supports one political candidate over another) can suppress 

critical inquiry and deliberation among students. Having a class that overwhelmingly 

supported one candidate over the other presented unique challenges for Ms. Kirby. She 

recalled a similar situation in 2012, when most of her students preferred Barack Obama 

over Mitt Romney, but did not consider her students then to be as polarized as they were 

now. Like many of the teachers around the country who participated in the Southern 

Poverty Law Center’s surveys (2016a, 2016b), Ms. Kirby felt the need to support students’ 

rights to share minority opinions (including political and religious beliefs) without fear of 

negative social consequences. Following the incident with the student who supported 

Donald Trump, Ms. Kirby emphasized the importance of civil discussion with her students 

because, as she stated later, “you can’t keep avoiding people who are different from you. 

That is not reality” (Interview, May 25, 2016). This belief supported Brophy’s (1999) and 

Knight-Abowitz and Harnish’s (2006) claims that interacting with students who hold 

diverse perspectives fosters values such as tolerance, open-mindedness, and appreciation 

for diversity. In the final theme of this chapter, I discuss the ways that Ms. Kirby attempted 

to foster respectful dialogue and civil discourse among her students as one of her major 

democratic civic learning aims. 
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Ms. Kirby and Ms. Wilson’s approaches to the election 

As discussed in the second chapter of this study, while a presidential election 

touches on many controversial issues, the actual election is not, itself, a controversial issue. 

However, research about controversial political issues can help us think about the choices 

teachers make. Kelly (1986) and Hess (2004, 2005) provided useful insight into the 

different approaches teachers assume about controversial political issues, which can be 

applied to the ways that teachers approached the election. Avoidance (Hess, 2004, 2005), 

which Kelly (1986) termed exclusive neutrality, occurs when teachers avoid the issue 

altogether. There are two main reasons why teachers may do so. First, they may be 

concerned that the subject is too volatile and will cause disruption. Second, a teacher may 

feel so strongly about the issue that they believe they can not give a fair or impartial hearing 

about different points of view. Privilege (Hess, 2004, 2004), which Kelly (1986) termed 

exclusive partiality, occurs when teachers attempt to convince students to accept one 

position over another. Balance (Hess, 2004, 2005), or what Kelly (1989) called neutral 

impartiality, is when a teacher teaches about an issue in a way that does not favor any one 

perspective (Hess, 2004, 2005). In this case, teachers make it clear to their students that 

they will not disclose their own perspectives.  

Before and after the election, many teachers struggled to decide “what, whether, or 

how” to address the election in their classrooms, if at all (SPLC, 2016a, p. 12). Both Ms. 

Wilson and Ms. Kirby had little previous experience addressing presidential elections in 

the past. In 2008 and 2012, Ms. Wilson taught third grade. Although she held a mock 

election, she felt that her students were too young to go into any depth about the candidates 
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or issues. While Ms. Wilson taught fifth through seventh grades in 2004, it was her first 

year of teaching, and she could not remember if and how she had addressed the election 

with her students. Because Ms. Kirby was a pull-out TAG (Talented and Gifted) teacher 

for the first eight years of her teaching career, 2012 was the first election year that she was 

a classroom teacher. Although she recalled students reading about the election in Junior 

Scholastic magazine, and that her class heavily supported incumbent president Barack 

Obama over Republican candidate Mitt Romney, she noted that there was very little 

discussion or class time spent on the election (Interview, May 23, 2016).  

For the 2016 presidential election, Ms. Wilson and Ms. Kirby did the same thing 

they had done in previous election years by holding a mock election in which students 

anonymously voted for one of the candidates, which is a common approach to presidential 

elections in schools (Haas & Laughlin, 2002). As early as the spring of 2016, Ms. Wilson 

also knew that she wanted to do a project with students where they would research the 

Republican and Democratic nominees’ positions on different issues, which she called a 

“first step” for creating “an informed electorate to make good informed decisions” 

(Interview, May 25, 2016). She believed that being informed was an essential civic ability 

that she wanted to develop in her students. Both teachers’ civic learning goals are discussed 

in-depth in the third theme of this chapter. 

Ms. Wilson and Ms. Kirby perceived the 2016 presidential campaign to be a highly 

contentious topic. Both teachers initially stated that they wanted to provide students with a 

balanced approach to the election, in the sense that they would devote equal time to both 

candidates and remain politically neutral by not disclosing their own beliefs. They were 
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similarly concerned about their own potential ideological influences on their students, 

feeling strongly that they should not share their own political positions so that students 

would feel free to express their own beliefs (Hess, 2009; Journell, 2011b; Swalwell & 

Schweber, 2016). For instance, in preliminary interviews Ms. Kirby stated that she 

“want[ed] to be super fair and balanced… I don’t want to slant or bias what these kids 

think” (Interview, May 23, 2016). She also made this clear to her students; during a lesson 

in which students read an article about the candidates, Ms. Kirby told them, “As you know, 

I’m not going to give you my opinion about [the candidates]” (Field Notes, September 27, 

2016). Ms. Wilson also recalled a formative experience when she was a preservice teacher 

which influenced her to remain politically neutral, saying, 

The teacher who I observed… during an election year… I remember that she shared 

her opinion and made comments on how her political opinion was right—it was a 

fifth grade class—and I didn’t think that was appropriate, and so I never wanted to 

do that. I have never done it, I keep it to myself. (Interview, October 19, 2016) 

Studies have shown that cooperating teachers in field placements can have a considerable 

influence on preservice teachers (Zeichner, 1980). Preservice teachers’ experiences with 

their cooperating teachers affect them in a positive or a negative way (Zeichner, 1980). In 

this instance, the teacher Ms. Wilson observed acted as a “non-example” of how to 

approach politics with students. Recognizing the highly polarized nature of the campaign, 

Ms. Wilson deliberately chose not to share her political views with her students because 

she was concerned that any personal political opinions she expressed may “put anyone 

else’s opinion down” (Interview, May 26, 2016). In addition, she believed that her students 
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should have the opportunity to research the candidates and chose whom to support without 

influence from her or their classmates.  

 Studies of high school teachers have shown that, like Ms. Wilson and Ms. Kirby, 

many teachers believe that they should not disclose their own political opinions. This arises 

out of a concern that expressing their opinions will cause other students to adopt the same 

opinion; or, that students could feel coerced to agree with the teacher (Hess, 2009; Hess & 

McAvoy, 2013; Journell, 2011b, 2016). However, this is not often the case; many high 

school students do not object to their teachers sharing their positions, or feel that they are 

unduly influenced, as long as the teachers do not force their beliefs on the students (Hess, 

2009; Hess & McAvoy, 2013; Journell, 2011b, 2016). It is not known is the same findings 

apply to elementary teachers and students, yet Engle and Ochoa (1988) claimed that 

elementary students are more influenced by authority figures than older students. 

Therefore, it is possible that elementary students are more susceptible to adopting their 

teachers’ political views. 

Ms. Wilson chose to limit student instruction to “focus[ing] on the first step, which 

is that you need to understand the political process and where the candidates stand on which 

issues” (Interview, May 25, 2016) and then vote in a mock election. She believed that a 

fact-based and balanced approach to learning about the candidates was the best way to 

educate her students about the candidates, and would also protect her from any possible 

negative reactions from parents or administrators about addressing the election in class. 

For instance, for one class project, students worked in groups to research both Hillary 
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Clinton and Donald Trump and create an informational poster. Ms. Wilson described the 

project several months before she did it in class, explaining, 

 I’m going to basically be saying “so where do the candidates stand on this?” And 

then they gather that info.… I don’t think there is anything bad about that. I’m not 

trying to teach them to believe one thing or the other, and I don’t put forward my 

opinion or tell them who I vote for. I am just trying to bring it forward in an 

educational way, and I do make a point of saying “if you’re going to vote then you 

need to know where these people stand.” (Interview, May 25, 2016) 

By using a balanced approach that required students to give equal attention to both 

candidates’ stances, not sharing her personal political opinions, and presenting the project 

as a neutral fact-finding assignment within the context of learning about the presidential 

election, Ms. Wilson felt comfortable addressing the election with her students in what she 

considered to be an appropriate way. She was also confident that, if necessary, she could 

use this approach as a justification if she was challenged by parents or administrators.  

As a parent herself, Ms. Kirby felt that teachers did not have the right to usurp 

authority from parents, and was also concerned about being charged with indoctrinating 

her students (e.g. Hess, 2004; Journell, 2011b) by parents or administrators at Vista Verde 

Elementary. She emphatically stated,  

I will not ever give my opinion. I don’t want them taking something I have said and 

becoming prejudiced about something, If I am going to incorporate politics and 

such in the classroom, I want to be super fair and balanced…. I don’t want to slant 

or bias what these kids think because sometimes I feel I have more power than their 
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parents, and I don’t want more power than their parents in these parts of their lives, 

in their faith and religion. I do not want to be that person. (Interview, May 23, 2016)  

Her belief in giving equal weight and time to different perspectives extended beyond the 

election to other topics in the curriculum as well. For instance, she was troubled that 

evolution was taught “as if it is a fact” rather than a theory, while the theories of creationism 

and intelligent design were not represented in the curriculum. She was similarly concerned 

about how she presented slavery and the treatment of Native Americans, saying that “I 

don’t want to make us seem like heroes, but at the same time I don’t want to be an apologist. 

I just want [the students] to decide” (Interview, May 23, 2016). In a class mini-lesson on 

the September 11, 2001 attacks, Ms. Kirby attempted to provide students with the 

perspectives of Muslim-Americans who were discriminated against, as well as the 

perspective of those who discriminated, telling them that “Terrorists come from one 

religion but it’s a very small group that twists it. Other Muslims got a lot of heat…. It was 

an understandable response [for people to discriminate against Muslims] but not right to 

carry on” (Field Notes, September 9, 2016). As these examples demonstrate, Ms. Kirby 

equated balance (giving equal attention and weight to competing perspectives) with what 

she considered to be fairness. She did not recognize her role in curriculum development 

and teaching as political, yet Freire (1970) and Apple (2014) have argued that both of these 

acts are inherently political. However, she did recognize the power and influence teachers 

can have over their students, something that many teachers and preservice teachers do not 

understand (Ayers, 1998). Using these examples from Ms. Kirby, chapter 5 of this study 
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analyzes the ways that a blanket approach of assigning equal time and value to different 

viewpoints is, as Hess (2004) stated, “not without its problems” (p. 260). 

 There were several issues Ms. Kirby chose to avoid in her classroom, although she 

did believe that the International Baccalaureate curriculum afforded her opportunities to 

talk about religion, something she would not feel comfortable doing at a non-IB school, as 

was discussed in the first theme of this chapter. In preliminary interviews, Ms. Kirby stated 

that she did not believe gay rights, abortion, and the death penalty were appropriate topics 

for the classroom, so she would not discuss them with her students. She considered these 

issues to be based on a person’s personal values, and stated that, “I feel as though it’s not 

my place. I wouldn’t want a teacher who is usurping all the… value systems that I’ve tried 

to incorporate in my own kids, so I wouldn’t try and do the same” (Interview, May 25, 

2016). Ms. Kirby was also heavily influenced by fears about how parents or administrators 

may react if she brought up controversial issues, saying that “even as a teacher, if I knew a 

parent was unhappy with me, I am just beside myself…. I can’t handle it when grown-ups 

are upset with me, I just get so worked up (Interview, May 20, 2016). McAvoy and Hess 

(2013) asserted that the most common and deeply problematic impact of political 

polarization is that it makes teachers afraid of teaching about controversial political issues, 

as Ms. Kirby demonstrated. Cornbleth (2001) and Grant (2003) similarly found that when 

teachers are confronted with threats of censorship or their curriculum is challenged, they 

may be persuaded to withdraw to “safer” curriculum. Although Ms. Kirby did not actually 

experience any threats, the previous year there had been a “controversial” incident she 
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termed “The Great Limbacle” (Interview, May 23, 2016) which made her reluctant to bring 

up political issues in her classroom. 

 According to Ms. Kirby, another fifth grade teacher at Vista Verde Elementary 

School, Mr. Smith (a pseudonym), had learned from a parent about a children’s book series 

by Rush Limbaugh, in which a substitute history teacher, “Rush Revere,” travels with a 

talking horse to different important events in American history. Mr. Smith read the first 

book in the series, Rush Revere and the Brave Pilgrims (2013), aloud to his students. The 

parent who had initially introduced him to the books put Mr. Smith in touch with a 

spokesperson for Rush Limbaugh, who sent free copies of the book to the entire fifth grade. 

The series website includes different reading challenges for students, which Mr. Smith 

decided to do, which culminated with the spokesperson coming to Vista Verde Elementary 

School and throwing a pizza party for the fifth grade with trivia contests.11 

Some fifth grade parents raised concerns, including in Ms. Kirby’s class. Ms. Kirby 

recognized that Rush Limbaugh is “very extreme and very polarizing,” so she was 

unsurprised by one parent “who was polite but I don’t know if upset is the right word—but 

she was Hispanic and her husband was Asian, and they had suffered from discrimination” 

(Interview, May 23, 2016). She gave the parent a copy of the book to review, and did not 

hear back from her. Ms. Kirby personally viewed the book as “innocuous, it was harmless. 

I mean, there were heavy pro-American prologues, but it was just silly.” She believed that 

                                                 
11

 All of this happened while the principal of Vista Verde Elementary School, Mr. Garza, was out on 

extended leave, which was the extent of his commentary on the subject during interviews. The executive 

director for elementary teaching and learning for Morningside School District reviewed the materials, but 

informed me that there was no report, as Ms. Kirby believed.  
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“the heart of this fellow coming was purely to encourage these kids to read and it’s just sad 

that it could be so misconstrued by parents” (Interview, May 23, 2016). Ms. Kirby 

recognized that Rush Limbaugh is considered a divisive public personality with extremist 

views that can be considered offensive to racial minorities. She also recognized that the 

book’s pro-American rhetoric could be problematic to some parents. Yet she perceived of 

the spokesperson’s motivation—which she saw as to encourage students to read—to be 

purely altruistic and academically-based, and believed that it outweighed the dissenting 

parents’ personal opinions of Rush Limbaugh.  

 Ms. Wilson had a vastly different reaction to the book, although she did not raise 

any issues with the other teachers because it was her first year at Vista Verde Elementary 

School, and “your first year at [a new] school, you keep your mouth shut” (Interview, 

November 10, 2016). She described the book as “horrible…. It is so nasty and I couldn’t 

stand reading it” because she considered the book to have a misogynistic attitude towards 

one of the female protagonists. She was upset with Mr. Smith, explaining, 

There was never any sense, not ever, not before or after, that maybe there would be 

people on the [fifth grade] team who really don’t like Rush Limbaugh. I mean, [Mr. 

Smith] talks in a different voice, “they’re [Rush Limbaugh’s spokesperson] just 

being so grateful and so kind and giving.” Yeah, like that about a guy who was a 

total jerk! So there was never even the consideration that there might be someone 

with different political opinions. (Interview, November 10, 2016) 

In a time of profound political polarization in America, when Democrats and Republicans 

are more ideologically divided than they have ever been in the past 20 years (Dimock et 
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al., 2014), Americans from both ends of the spectrum are more likely to exist in “echo 

chambers” where they live and interact with people who share the same values (Dimock et 

al., 2014; Hess & McAvoy, 2015). This may account for why Mr. Smith did not, as Ms. 

Wilson said, consider that the other teachers may have an ideological issue with using a 

book by such a polarizing person as Rush Limbaugh. Like Ms. Kirby, Mr. Smith appeared 

to view the Rush Limbaugh spokesperson’s motivation as altruistic by giving the school 

free books, although unlike Ms. Kirby, Mr. Smith did not appear to see how this could 

seem problematic to those who dislike Rush Limbaugh’s political views. “The Great 

Limbacle” is a telling example of how the current climate of political polarization in this 

country impacts teachers. 

 As previously discussed, Ms. Kirby did not recognize her role in curriculum 

development and teaching as political, yet they are inherently political acts (Apple, 1990; 

Freire, 1970). Choosing to include or exclude Rush Revere and the Brave Pilgrims (2013) 

from the school curriculum raised the question of whose knowledge is considered 

legitimate and most worthy (e.g. Apple, 1990). Rush Limbaugh, a White, politically 

conservative man, got to decide how women and people of color are represented in his 

books for children. His representations of these groups in his books perpetuate offensive 

stereotypes. For instance, one of the two children who travel back in time with Rush Revere 

and his horse is a Native American girl named Freedom. She is a “pretty girl with very tan 

skin” (p. 37) who wears a feather in her hair. She is able to see Rush Revere’s horse when 

other students can not, and is able to approach a wild deer, because she has a “gift” which 

she developed through “lots of practice tracking animals with [her] grandfather” (pp. 38-
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39). Later, Rush Revere meets Squanto, a (historical, not fictional) Native American who 

met the pilgrims who came over on the Mayflower from England, and notes, “The ease in 

which Squanto spoke English was unnerving. It didn’t seem natural. And yet he was a 

perfect gentleman as he stood there in his leather loincloth and bare chest” (p. 166). Rush 

Revere also describes another Native American as speaking “a language that was complete 

gibberish” (p. 190). The way Native Americans are portrayed in Rush Revere and the Brave 

Pilgrims not only perpetuates deeply misguided and offensive stereotypes, it “others” them 

as lesser than White people while promoting ethnocentrism. This is especially concerning 

because lower elementary students may have “cartoon” stereotypes of Native Americans; 

while upper elementary students do not hold the same stereotypes, as they progress through 

American history they develop an “us versus them” attitude towards Native Americans 

(Brophy, 1999). There are many other problems with Rush Revere and the Brave Pilgrims, 

from its promotion of a free market economy and criticism of social welfare; to its 

inaccurate claims that American was founded as a Christian nation; to its many other 

factual inaccuracies and its heroification12 of William Bradford, one of the founders of 

Plymouth Colony. 

                                                 
12 Revisionist historian James Loewen (2007) defined heroification as “a degenerative process… that 

makes people over into heroes. Through this process, our educational media turn flesh-and-blood 

individuals into pious, perfect creatures without conflicts, pain, credibility, or human interest” (p. 11). 

Defining historical events by individual narratives of achievement takes attention away from the “big 

picture” structural conditions in which the events take place and disregards the potential of collective action 

and agency (Barton & Levstik, 2004; Loewen, 2007). 
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Ms. Wilson: Moving from balance to avoidance 

 On October 7, 2016, a video from 2005 emerged in which Donald Trump was 

recorded making comments about women that included saying “I just start kissing them…. 

I don’t even wait” and “Grab ‘em by the pussy. You can do anything” (“Transcript”, 2016). 

Ms. Wilson was deeply upset by the candidate’s remarks. She sent me an e-mail stating, 

“Given how this election has become x-rated, I don't know how closely we'll be following 

it in my classroom at this point” (personal communication, October 9, 2016). Because of 

the video, Ms. Wilson then changed her approach to the candidate from balance to 

avoidance (Hess, 2004, 2005). She explained, 

After all that stuff happened with the tape and the allegations, it is hard to discuss 

the issues anymore. From my perspective, the biggest issue is whether or not we 

are going to elect a president who thinks it is OK to assault women, and who has 

assaulted women himself. That actually eclipses the other issues we have been 

talking about, and it is kind of false to have a whole thing about the election with 

the kids and not bring that up... If someone brings [the video] up, I have to shut it 

down because we can’t talk about that. At the same time, it is not age-appropriate 

for them to be discussing that…. I just want to cover the election honestly and I 

don’t feel I can really do that without bringing that stuff in, and they are just too 

young for me to bring that up. (Interview, October 10, 2016) 

Ms. Wilson’s explanation revealed two primary reasons for moving from a balanced 

approach to avoidance of the election. Evans et al. (1999) described the cultural restraints 

teachers place on social issues that they consider “taboo,” which may lead the teachers to 
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avoid topics because they believe or perceive them to be too sensitive. The authors 

classified three levels of taboo. Topics with the highest level of taboo “tend to be personal 

matters, topics considered obscene, dangerous, or inappropriate for classroom discussions” 

(p. 220). One reason why Ms. Wilson decided to no longer address the presidential 

candidates in her classroom, and why she would prevent students from discussing the 

video, is because she felt that Donald Trump’s remarks in particular, and sexual assault in 

general, was not an age-appropriate topic for her students. The Monday after the tape was 

leaked, Ms. Wilson previewed the transcript of the CNN Student News broadcast and 

decided not to show it because it covered Donald Trump’s response to the tape in the 

second presidential debate. Ms. Kirby similarly felt that Donald Trump’s remarks were not 

appropriate to discuss with students because of their sexual nature. However, students did 

not mention the candidate’s remarks in either class, making it easier for both teachers to 

avoid the subject. 

After viewing the video, Ms. Wilson firmly believed that Donald Trump condoned 

sexual assault, and had sexually assaulted women. Her second reason for no longer 

discussing the candidates was that, as a woman who had been assaulted herself, she found 

Donald Trump’s remarks personally and deeply insulting, to the point where she felt she 

would not be able to remain pedagogically neutral about the candidate with her students 

(Interview, Oct. 20, 2016). She also felt that this superseded any of his political beliefs or 

actions.  

Teachers’ personal beliefs can have a significant impact on their decision making 

and practices. These beliefs can be pedagogical, such as a teacher’s beliefs about the aims 
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and purposes of civic education (Anderson et al., 1997; Lautzenheiser, Kelly & Miller, 

2011) and their views about teaching and learning in general (Grant, 2003; Romanowski, 

1996, 1997; Rubie-Davies, Flint & McDonald, 2011; Thornton, 1988). Teachers’ beliefs 

based on their values and lived experiences outside of teaching can also have a major 

influence on their decision making and practices (Grant, 2003; Romanowski, 1996, 1997; 

Pajares, 1992). For instance, in his studies of secondary U. S. History teachers, 

Romanowski (1996, 1997) described how one teacher’s personal antinuclear beliefs 

affected a lesson about the dropping of the atomic bomb, while another teacher’s 

experiences as the child of a United Auto Worker affected how that teacher addressed the 

labor union movement in his classroom. For Ms. Wilson, her experiences as the survivor 

of assault affected her perception of Donald Trump so strongly that she made the decision 

to no longer discuss him with her students at all. 

Despite Ms. Wilson’s decision, she tacitly made her opinion about Donald Trump 

known through an indirect remark. After she had the conversation with her students about 

how this election was “nasty” and uncivil (Field notes, October 10, 2016), she told them, 

Just because the general public doesn’t necessarily have much knowledge about the 

candidate, that might lead to someone becoming the nominee who has a lot of 

problems and that can cause problems in the big election, like we are seeing now. I 

didn’t name any names but [the students] could guess, they could draw some 

inferences. (Interview, October 20, 2016) 

In their study of six high school teachers during the 2004 presidential election, Niemi and 

Niemi (2007) found that even when the teachers refused to share their political beliefs with 
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their students, they frequently made their political opinions known in other ways. This 

included expressing frustration about the political process and about specific politicians. 

Journell (2011b) and McAvoy and Hess (2015) reached the same conclusion in their studies 

of high school teachers during the 2008 election. Ms. Wilson’s indirect remark about how 

a nominee can have “a lot of problems” supported these findings. However, unlike many 

teachers who believe that they are successfully withholding their political beliefs from their 

students (Hess & McAvoy, 2015; Journell, 2011b; Niemi & Niemi, 2007), Ms. Wilson was 

aware that she was tacitly conveying her political opinions.  

McAvoy and Hess (2013) stated that although it can be beneficial for teachers to 

disclose their positions on political topics, they advise teachers against doing so if the 

teachers believe that sharing their views will suppress student engagement and discussion. 

Their study focused exclusively on high school teachers and students, and it is unknown if 

the same guidelines would apply to elementary teachers and students as well. However, in 

line with McAvoy and Hess’ (2013) suggestion, Ms. Wilson did not share her personal 

views of Donald Trump. She believed that because she was so strongly anti-Trump, 

disclosing her opinion about him any students who did support him would be “putting their 

opinion down” (Interview, October 10, 2016). Having expressed her personal distaste 

about the polarized and divisive nature of the campaign and the negativity of the candidates 

towards each other, she was unwilling to allow any partisan expression with her students. 

When she decided that she would no longer discuss Donald Trump with her students, she 

remained committed to her personal notions of neutrality by no longer discussing Hillary 

Clinton with them either. After this, there was virtually no election-related discussion in 
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Ms. Wilson’s classroom. In Ms. Kirby’s class, neither she nor her students brought up the 

video (Interview, October 24, 2016), so Ms. Kirby did not change her approach before the 

general election on November 8, 2016.  

After the election 

Ms. Kirby’s reaction to the general election was best characterized as relieved. The 

day after, she personally confided, “I’m just glad it’s over” (Interview, November 9, 2016). 

That morning, she had a discussion about the results with her students: 

Ms. Kirby: How many of you, if willing to talk, are feeling sad today? [Almost all 

of the students raise their hands] 

Student: I feel OK after watching his acceptance speech. 

Ms. Kirby: So maybe he will soften now that he is not on attack anymore?  

Student: Yeah. 

Ms. Kirby: How many of you feel skeptical about him being able to do what he 

promised? [About half of the students raise hands] 

Student: He said he would build a wall 

Ms. Kirby: To be fair, were there any of Clinton’s promises that you were skeptical 

about? 

Student: Turning our taxes into welfare.  

Ms. Kirby: How many of you are OK with these results? [About half of the students 

raise their hands] And how many are undecided or ambivalent? [One student raises 

his hand] (Field Notes, November 9, 2016) 
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Even after the election, Ms. Kirby continued to strive for a balanced approach to the 

candidates by asking her students what campaign promises they did not believe Hillary 

Clinton would have met. Although many of her students were upset by the election results, 

she later told me that she did not believe that there would be any actual negative 

consequences for her students, largely because “they’re pretty affluent” (Interview, 

November 9, 2016), although she was unclear about why she believed that their families’ 

wealth was a factor. In addition, Ms. Kirby had “election fatigue;” she was “eager to move 

on” and “put [the election] behind us… it’s over. [Donald Trump] won, and even if you’re 

not happy about it, in this country we have a peaceful transition of power” (Interview, 

November 9, 2016). For these two reasons, Ms. Kirby limited whole-class discussion about 

her students’ personal reactions to the election to the above exchange. Instead, she focused 

solely on social studies knowledge and content. Her next questions were apolitical and 

related to the concept of phenomena (Hillary Clinton being the first major party female 

candidate for president and Donald Trump having no political experience), which students 

were learning about in their current unit of inquiry as part of the IB curriculum. 

While Ms. Kirby was primarily relieved that the election was over, Ms. Wilson was 

extremely upset by the election results, which she described as “catastrophic”. She decided 

to call in sick the day after the general election and stayed home to “process” the results, 

saying that “I wouldn't have been very good for the kids either, so it was all for the best” 

(Interview, November 10, 2016). Ms. Wilson’s main explanation for calling in sick, 

however, was so that she would not have to face the other fifth grade teachers, almost all 

of whom had supported Trump. She said, 
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I cannot come to school and be so upset and hear [the other teachers] say, “Oh, isn’t 

it so great Trump is elected” and not look at them and say, “What the fuck are you 

talking about? You are an intelligent person, you’re a nice person, I know you, what 

are you thinking? I understand why some poor person in Michigan does it, believing 

the lies, but why you?”.... I am not going to alienate anyone on my team, I don't see 

the point. They won't change their opinion based on anything I say. You need to be 

a part of a team, you need to feel like you have friends, that you have people 

supporting you when there is a problem at school, so I am not going to get into a 

politically heated argument with them. (Interview, November 10, 2016)  

Grant (2003) noted that there is little research into the influence and impact of teachers’ 

colleagues on their decision making. However, interviews with Ms. Wilson and 

observations of team planning showed that the fifth grade teachers had congenial, if not 

necessarily close, relationships with each other, frequently making jokes and celebrating 

birthdays and holidays together at school. Ms. Wilson recognized the importance of 

maintaining positive relationships with her colleagues for personal and professional 

reasons. She also believed that the ideological divide was so pronounced that there was no 

point in discussing the election with the other teachers, just as she had not discussed her 

concerns about the Rush Limbaugh book with them the previous school year. Like them, 

her personal beliefs were on one polar end of the political and ideological spectrum, and 

like many Americans, she felt dislike and distrust for those who had opposite partisan 

beliefs (Dimock et al., 2014). 
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After the election, Ms. Wilson self-imposed a “media blackout” and decided that 

she would no longer show CNN Student News in the mornings. Instead, students had the 

option to watch it on their laptops, although by the spring, many students preferred to work 

on their homework instead (Interview, February 1, 2017). She explained why she decided 

to change, saying, 

I don’t even know what CNN Student News has been saying. I don’t really care. I 

know that the tone just makes me crazy. It is just that idea of well, “there are two 

sides, it is just whichever won,” it just makes me nuts…. It’s not the same thing. I 

don’t want to hear you [the anchor] cheerfully going on about this…. I don’t want 

to hear in a perky voice about how Trump won, I don’t. I don’t need to. The students 

can watch it on their [classroom] computers if they need to…. I want [my students] 

to have the chance to watch [CNN Student News] but there is no need to subject 

myself to that. (Interview, November 10, 2016) 

Although Ms. Wilson had initially felt very strongly that she should present a neutral, 

balanced approach to addressing both candidates, this quote demonstrated that she was 

upset at CNN Student News for basically doing the same. As discussed above, after the 

release of the Donald Trump video, Ms. Wilson recognized that she could no longer 

address the candidate in a neutral manner with her students, so chose not to mention him 

at all. She was further upset by the election results, to the point where she did not come to 

school the day after the election. By this point, Ms. Wilson’s trust in media had also 

declined. She believed that the mass media had unfairly devoted too much attention to the 

Hillary Clinton e-mail controversy (regarding her use of a private email server for official 
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communications when she was the Secretary of State), saying that, “she was on the wrong 

server, but that is nothing compared to being a Russian—witting or unwitting—agent, 

being a racist, a sexist, an Islamophobe, and being basically so unstable that now I am 

wondering whether we can get through four years without [Trump] pushing the button, you 

know?” (Interview, November 10, 2016). This matched similar findings from Gallup, 

which showed that Americans have historically low levels of trust in the mass media to 

report the news accurately and fairly (Swift, 2016). This distrust may have contributed to 

Ms. Wilson’s unwillingness to show the news in her class. 

 While Ms. Wilson said that students were welcome to personally discuss the 

election results with her, she refused to discuss it as a class. She explained, 

I just haven't lead any lessons on it or anything because I am totally not unbiased… 

if we had had a more neutral candidate… but I am not going to do that for Trump. 

I am not unbiased for one thing, and also, frankly, I don't want to legitimize him 

that much. I am not going to treat him to all of my students. If that is the only power 

I have, I am not going to say anything, but I am not going to treat him to my students 

as if he were this legitimate, good president, or something like that, I just don't talk 

about it. But I am not going to act that way…. Trump is an assaulter of women, 

which is something I take very personally. I have been assaulted. No, he is not my 

President. (Interview, February 1, 2017) 

Like many other Americans who had not supported Donald Trump, Ms. Wilson felt 

personally and politically disenfranchised by the election results, especially since, as she 

mentioned, Hillary Clinton had won the popular vote by over three million votes. Ms. 
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Wilson continued to believe that she should not express any partisanship or personal 

opinions about the president-elect because she saw her “bias” as a negative thing. The way 

Ms. Wilson took individual agency in her classroom was by not discussing Donald Trump 

with her students at all. She felt that, due to her ideological and political beliefs, it would 

be impossible to discuss the election results in a balanced way, and so she chose to avoid 

them entirely (i.e. Hess, 2004, 2005; Swalwell & Schweber, 2016). Chapter 5 will address 

the ways that her approach was problematic. 

Teachers serve as curricular-instructional gatekeepers (Thornton, 1991) whose 

choices are influenced by an array of complex, overlapping, and interactive contextual 

factors and forces that directly and indirectly affect their decisions (Cornbleth, 1990; Grant, 

2003; Kon, 1995). Recognizing that, as Cornbleth (2008) asserted, “what happens in the 

community-society-world does influence what happens in school classrooms, shaping what 

students do or do not have opportunities to learn and how and how well they are enabled 

to learn” (p. 2149), the second theme of this study explored the social and political 

contextual factors related to the election which influenced the teachers’ decision making. 

Both teachers initially chose a balanced approach to the election, in the sense that they 

wanted to remain neutral and unpartisan while devoting equal time and attention to both 

candidates. Like many other teachers, they believed that this was the best approach, 

primarily because of concerns that they would unduly influence their students (Hess, 2009; 

Journell, 2011b; Swalwell & Schweber, 2016). Ms. Kirby, who did not have strong 

political beliefs (Interview, May 23, 2016), remained committed to a balanced approach. 

However, after the video of Donald Trump came out in which the candidate spoke about 
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assaulting women, Ms. Wilson decided that she could no longer remain neutral and 

unbiased. She believed that sharing her political opinions and beliefs was unprofessional, 

and could cause her students to adopt the same views. For these reasons, she adopted an 

avoidance approach to the election.    

 

THEME 3: DEMOCRATIC CIVIC TEACHING AND STUDENT LEARNING 

 The purpose of this study was to explore the factors which influenced elementary 

teachers’ curricular-instructional decision making during the 2016 presidential campaign, 

and how the teachers’ practices engaged their students in democratic civic learning. For 

the third and final theme, I turn my attention to civic teaching and student learning in both 

classrooms during the campaign.  

This study used a theoretical framework of democratic civic education. Borrowing 

from Parker’s (2003) notions of “knowing” and “doing” democracy, democratic civic 

education is the teaching of the knowledge, dispositions, and skills necessary for living and 

participating in a democracy. This study focused on teachers’ curricular-instructional 

decision making within the context of an election year. When researching this question, I 

also examined how these decisions shaped democratic civic learning opportunities for 

students. Therefore, for this study I looked for evidence of the teaching and learning of the 

knowledge, dispositions, and skills that maintain, support, and allow for participation 

within a democracy.  

The ways democratic civic knowledge, dispositions, and skills are positioned in 

social studies education, as well as the degree of emphasis placed on each, varies widely 
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from classroom to classroom (Brophy, 1993; Knight-Abowitz & Harnish, 2006; Levine, 

2007; Parker, 2014; Westheimer & Kahne, 2004). This is due to a variety of complex 

factors that include policy influences (such as learning standards and standardized tests), 

school norms and structures, and teachers’ beliefs about the purposes of social studies and 

civic education (Goodman & Adler, 1985; Grant, 2003; VanFossen, 2005).  

The results of this study demonstrated that the teachers’ personal beliefs regarding 

the aims and purposes of civic education were directly relevant to their curricular-

instructional decisions. This final theme organizes democratic civic teaching and student 

learning into two parts. First, it explores how the teachers drew on democratic civic 

education during the election, looking specifically at how the teachers’ personal and 

pedagogical beliefs affected their curricular-instructional practices. Next, I turn to media 

literacy. I begin with an overview of media literacy’s civic purposes and roles in young 

peoples’ lives before examining how both teachers drew on media literacy for civic 

learning. 

Drawing on democratic civic education during the election 

Ms. Wilson 

Ms. Wilson was primarily focused on the basic foundational knowledge she 

believed was important for participation in a democracy. Democratic civic knowledge 

refers the content knowledge needed to understand citizenship and government in a 

democracy. This includes understanding democratic processes, the structures and functions 

of government, and the principles of democracy, as well as knowing the names of current 

political leaders (Grant & VanSledright, 1996; Parker, 2003; Westheimer & Kahne, 2004). 
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When asked what she believed were the most important civic learning goals for her 

students, Ms. Wilson responded, 

I think one part of that is knowledge because you need an informed electorate to 

make good informed decisions.… At this age I’d rather them focus on the first step, 

which is that you need to understand the political process and where the candidates 

stand on which issues. (Interview, May 25, 2016) 

There were several instances where Ms. Wilson imparted information about different 

election-related topics. For example, before the general election a CNN Student News 

broadcast included a segment about the electoral college. Ms. Wilson decided to expand 

on the topic with her students, explaining how the population of a state determines how 

many electoral votes they receive (Field Notes, September 27, 2016). Afterwards, she 

stated, “I felt that it was important thing to get across how the election works, so [the 

students] understand what battleground and swing states are, and why so much attention is 

focused on certain geographical areas” (Interview, September 27, 2016). Another example 

was when she introduced the candidate research project, described in the previous theme 

of this chapter. Ms. Wilson explained what a party platform is, telling her students, “it is 

the political party’s position on different issues” (Field Notes, September 13, 2016). Her 

prioritization of civic knowledge aligns with her earlier claim when she stated that her 

primary social studies learning goal was “content knowledge. The TEKS tell you what they 

are supposed to learn” (Interview, May 18, 2016). This further supports VanFossen’s 

(2005) findings that upper elementary teachers are far more likely to emphasize teaching 

content knowledge over values or skills in social studies.  
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 As discussed in the first theme of this chapter, the TEKS had a significant influence 

on Ms. Wilson’s curricular decision making. However, the knowledge Ms. Wilson 

prioritized was not always what was mandated by the state learning standards. Grant (2003) 

identified three influences on teacher decision making: policy, organizational, and 

personal. Personal influences include teachers’ beliefs, which “can involve any facet of a 

teacher’s professional life. Beliefs may guide decisions about students, subject matter, 

administrators, textbooks; the list is endless” (p. 153). Ms. Wilson believed that it was 

important that her students understand the political process in order to be informed citizens. 

As such, her belief that this information was important (a personal influence) sometimes 

superseded her prioritization of content mandated by the TEKS (a policy influence). 

 Besides understanding the political process, Ms. Wilson wanted her students to 

know about the candidates’ stances on campaign issues. She regularly stressed the 

importance of teaching students to be informed voters by having knowledge of the 

candidates. In preliminary interviews, Ms. Wilson expressed concern at how many of her 

students held strong yet uninformed and decontextualized opinions about the candidates, 

stating, 

It worries me that [the students are] expressing, even arguing these views, but they 

don’t have that necessary basic knowledge about the issues and the candidates’ 

positions on [the issues] that they need to develop informed opinions of their own, 

and not just what they’re hearing from their parents or on TV. (Interview, May 25, 

2016)  

Although Ms. Wilson stated that she wanted students to form their own informed opinions 
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about the candidates, her pedagogical stance was geared solely towards students gathering 

information about the candidates. Students did not have the opportunity to discuss, 

question, or think critically about what they learned, and how it could affect their lives. 

These cognitive and participatory civic skills (Patrick & Vontz, 2001) would help them to 

develop their political views. This may be because she believed that she should not share 

her own opinion, although Hess and McAvoy (2015), in their studies of secondary teachers, 

claim that doing so could (ironically) model critical thinking and reflection about their 

political views.   

As was described in the second theme of this chapter, students in Ms. Wilson’s 

class did a group project where they researched Hillary Clinton and Donald Trump. Before 

doing the project, Ms. Wilson explained,   

I’m going to basically be saying “so where do the candidates stand on this?” And 

then they gather that info…. I don’t think there is anything bad about that. I’m not 

trying to teach them to believe one thing or the other…. I am just trying to bring it 

forward in an educational way. (Interview, May 25, 2016) 

For this project, students had to research the two candidates’ ages, education, careers, and 

running mates. They also had to research the candidates’ stances on three issues (Figure 

3). 
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Figure 3. Student created political poster (Field Notes, September 14, 2016)  

To research the candidates’ positions, Ms. Wilson first showed students the results 

from a survey of the top ten voting issues in the 2016 presidential election (Pew Research 

Center, 2016c) and instructed them to choose three issues that they felt were important. 

These issues, which students read aloud before beginning their research project, included 

“treatment of gay, lesbian, transgender people”, “treatment of racial, ethnic minorities”, 

and abortion, which Ms. Wilson explained by telling students that “some people think 

women should never have abortions, while others believe that a woman should get to make 

her own choices” (Field Notes, September 13, 2016). Her willingness to name these 

potentially controversial political issues was consistent with statements she had previously 

made during preliminary interviews. When first asked about what issues she would be 

covering with students as the election approached, Ms. Wilson had a comprehensive list 
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that included immigration, health care, gay rights, unions, and foreign policy. She 

explained why she would have no problem addressing gay rights with her students, saying, 

It’s just one more political issue. I mean, I’m not going to get into details about 

homosexuality – it’s fifth grade, I wouldn’t be having a debate about it – but having 

an inquiry activity as to where do each of these candidates stand on these particular 

issues would be an appropriate thing to do…. They understand gay people exist. 

This is not something that they have never heard of and I don’t have any issue with 

it. (Interview, May 25, 2016) 

For her students, Ms. Wilson prioritized factual knowledge of the candidates and their 

stances. For instance, the students who did the above poster (Figure 3) learned that Hillary 

Clinton supported backgrounds checks for purchasing guns. However, students did not 

learn anything else about this issue that would give them a more nuanced understanding, 

such as the sociopolitical and historical contexts of this argument and why the candidate 

wanted to include background checks. This information would have helped her students 

make their own informed opinions about which candidate to support. Furthermore, when 

listing the issues that she would cover with her students, Ms. Wilson took her own context 

into account with this stance by looking at these issues as related to the 2016 presidential 

election. Because she believed that her “job as a teacher” was to “get [the students] 

informed about the candidates during an election” (Interview, May 25, 2016), she did not 

consider any of the topics problematic to bring up in class as part of a research project. 

There are a multitude of reasons why teachers may avoid engaging in controversial 

issues with their students, or even just naming them. Teachers may believe the topics are 
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obscene, dangerous, or inappropriate, or that even just bringing them up in class would 

place their jobs in jeopardy (Evans et al., 1999). Due to the young age of their students, 

elementary teachers are particularly challenged to do so (Bickmore, 1999; Bolgatz, 2005; 

Husband, 2010). Though Ms. Wilson did not mind naming controversial issues, she did not 

actually engage students with the issues. She explained that she did not want to have 

discussion or debate because of a lack of instructional time, and also because she did not 

believe students had the necessary knowledge to do so. She said, 

That’s not what I have time for or developmentally they are ready for. I don’t think 

most fifth graders are going to understand it…it requires a lot of education and 

background to have a really informed debate, and I’m not going to be teaching them 

the history of the gay rights movement or the history of everything about the history 

of immigration and all the nuances there could be. (Interview, May 25, 2016)  

Some teachers, like Ms. Wilson believe that the issues are too complicated for children to 

understand or discuss, though research has shown that young children are much more 

capable of understanding and wrestling with complex and controversial ideas than many 

people realize (Bickmore, 1999; Chilcoat & Ligon, 2000; Gainer, Valdez-Gainer, Kinard, 

2009; Husband, 2010; VanSledright, 2002). Ms. Wilson described this project—learning 

about candidates’ stances on issues—as important foundational knowledge for her 

students, but did not believe that they had enough background knowledge or intellectuality 

capability to understand the nuances of different campaign issues such as gay rights or 

immigration.  
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 Another reason Ms. Wilson gave for not discussing political issues was because, 

she stated, “I think very heavily at this age [students] are very influenced by whatever their 

parents are saying” (Interview, May 25, 2016). Students are not “blank slates,” but arrive 

at school with knowledge and beliefs based on their experiences with parents, peers, their 

community, and the media (Brantlinger, 1993). In this instance, Ms. Wilson believed that 

students would simply repeat their parents’ political opinions and beliefs, rather than 

developing their own opinions based on what they learned about the candidates and their 

platforms. This affected her decision to not hold student debates. Her beliefs supported 

similar findings from Romanowski (1996) that teachers perceive of students as 

“representatives of parental thinking” which shapes the teachers’ approaches to teaching 

history.  

This project was the only lesson in Ms. Wilson’s class where students explicitly 

learned about the candidates (although they later studied campaign advertisements for both 

candidates, which is described later in this theme). Ms. Wilson deliberately chose to make 

this lesson apolitical by emphasizing content knowledge about the candidates’ positions on 

issues, yet not giving students the opportunities to evaluate the issues or consider how their 

own positions aligned (or not) with the different candidates. This was especially apparent 

when she told students that “your posters aren’t political posters. You’re not creating 

political advertisements. You’re giving information about the candidates” (Field Notes, 

September 13, 2016). By saying so, Ms. Wilson clearly conveyed to her students that the 

purpose of the project was to become more informed about the candidates and their 

positions on a few issues, and that any sort of partisan exploration or expression was not 
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permissible. After students designed their posters, they went up in groups and read their 

posters to the class, without any discussion or commentary. Afterwards, Ms. Wilson put 

them on her classroom walls, and they were not used again.  

Ms. Wilson’s choice of research projects, and her responses to her students, 

affirmed Barton and Levstik’s (2004) assertion that while public schools give a “fair 

amount of attention” (p. 28) to democratic civic education, it most commonly occurs 

through the use of an apolitical curriculum that focuses mainly on democratic knowledge. 

This is inadequate preparation for future civic life, as citizens need a broad range of civic 

skills for effective participation in a democracy, including the ability to think critically 

about political and civic issues, deliberating with others, and acting on them (Parker, 2003; 

Patrick & Vontz, 2001).  

Ms. Kirby 

Ms. Kirby was especially concerned about promoting civil dialogue among her 

students. Civility, or respect and courtesy towards others, is a basic democratic civic value 

(Carr, 2011; Gutmann, 1987; Levine, 2007). Schools are well-suited spaces for students to 

learn democratic civic dispositions, such as civility, that sustain a democracy because they 

are the first public spaces where children from diverse backgrounds come together (Banks, 

2003; Gutmann, 1999; Hess, 2004; Parker, 2003, 2010). While Ms. Wilson’s class was 

approximately two-thirds White, the vast majority of Ms. Kirby’s TAG (Talented and 

Gifted) students were the children or grandchildren of immigrants from several different 

Asian countries including Vietnam, South Korea, China, the Philippines, and India (Field 

Notes, October 25, 2016). Approximately half of the students in Ms. Kirby’s class 
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identified as Catholic, and there were several Hindu students as well (Field Notes, 

September 8, 2016).  

Ms. Kirby believed that civil discussion had to be purposefully taught and 

reinforced throughout the school year, because her students “don’t yet know the etiquette 

and how to be sensitive when you disagree” (Interview, May 25, 2016). Unlike Ms. 

Wilson’s class, which had a mix of Trump and Clinton supporters, students in Ms. Kirby’s 

class overwhelmingly supported Hillary Clinton (Field Notes, November 9, 2016). This 

created problems for one student who supported Trump, which Ms. Kirby described, 

saying,  

[Student] is a Trump supporter, but you know this class, she’s definitely in the 

minority. Well I heard… that she got some guff. She doesn’t, hasn’t really talked 

about it, so I’m not sure how it came out, but some of the other students were giving 

her a hard time. When it got back to me it was just like [rolls eyes, sighs], and we 

[the class] had a discussion about how you’re going to be around people with 

different political beliefs. With lots of differences, actually: religion, where your 

family comes from, like that, and you have to be able to get along with them. You 

can’t avoid them. It’s not realistic, and it’s not fair to people who may be in the 

minority too…. I reminded them that one of the things that makes America great is 

that we accept a plurality of opinions. (Interview, December 7, 2016) 

Ms. Kirby’s belief in the importance of diverse perspectives supported Brophy’s (1999) 

and Knight-Abowitz and Harnish’s (2006) claims that interacting with students who hold 

diverse perspectives fosters values such as tolerance, open-mindedness, and appreciation 



 156 

for diversity. The diversity of perspectives students encounter in schools makes them fitting 

sites for discussing current events, and when these events are of a political nature, they 

often involve controversial issues (Hess & McAvoy, 2015) which, Ms. Kirby found, can 

lead to conflicts among students.  

Conflict is an inevitable and natural aspect of any society where people hold a 

plurality of perspectives (Bickmore, 1993, 1999), but rather than viewing democracy as 

“an arena in which competing perspectives battle it out until one reigns supreme”, it should 

be viewed as a means to “jointly create a vision of the common good from our diverse 

starting points” (Barton & Levstik, 2004, p. 34) through civil discussion. In this instance, 

although Ms. Kirby stressed the importance of interacting with those who have different 

perspectives, there was no actual discussion amongst the students. Taking advantage of 

schools’ potential requires increasing the interaction among diverse students through 

inclusive and purposeful dialogue (Parker, 2008). Teachers should certainly support and 

advocate for students who hold different perspectives, as Ms. Kirby was trying to do, but 

educating students for a democracy involves both “knowing” and “doing” democratic 

things (Parker, 2003).  

 Ms. Kirby reported very little fighting or disruptive behavior among her students 

about the election, likely in large part because almost all of them supported Hillary Clinton. 

Besides the incident described above, there was one other instance of disagreement among 

her students. In a class discussion after Donald Trump’s inauguration, another student 

stated that his father called the anti-Trump protesters “stupid because… Donald Trump 

was elected and they can’t do anything about it, so deal with it!” (Field Notes, January 27, 
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2017). In this instance, Ms. Kirby did not acknowledge the student’s comment, which 

contradicted her prior statement that she wanted her students to learn “how to be sensitive 

when you disagree” (Interview, May 25, 2016). Instead, she changed the subject. 

At other times, Ms. Kirby explicitly taught students how to interact politely. For 

instance, two students disagreed at a table about sharing supplies from the communal 

basket. Ms. Kirby interrupted, telling the student who did not want to share, “Remember 

how we politely share?” before turning to the other student and asking him “How could 

you politely correct him?” (Field Notes, September 8, 2016). However, teaching students 

how to be polite is not the same as teaching them to be civil. Politeness is bound by culture; 

for instance, in many Eastern cultures, it is common to drink soup straight out of the bowl, 

yet in many Western cultures it is considered impolite to do so. Civility, or respect and 

courtesy towards others, is a basic civic value (Carr, 2011; Gutmann, 1987; Levine, 2007) 

that is not culturally bound, although ways of expressing respect and courtesy may change 

according to the cultural context.  

When students brought up the election, Ms. Kirby often pivoted to apolitical 

discussions. For instance, the day after the election, though she asked if students were 

feeling sad, she quickly turned the discussion to the concept of phenomena (Donald Trump 

having no political experience and Hillary Clinton as the first major party female candidate 

for president), which students were learning about in their current unit of inquiry (Field 

Notes, November 9, 2016). 

According to Levine (2007), "citizens are made, not born; it takes deliberate efforts 

to prepare young people to participate effectively and wisely in public life" (p. xiv). Civil 
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discussion, particularly with those who hold different perspectives, is essential for effective 

civic participation. Though Ms. Kirby believed these to be important aims for her students’ 

civic learning, she provided little opportunity for students to develop these skills. She 

frequently emphasized ways that students could behave politely, but as described above, 

politeness is not the same as civility. 

The participants in this study drew among democratic civic education from the 

election in different ways. This was influenced by their beliefs regarding the purposes of 

civic education. Ms. Wilson prioritized civic knowledge, specifically the political process 

and the candidates’ stances on issues. There were multiple instances in her classroom 

where she explicitly addressed these topics. However, she taught about the election in an 

apolitical way by emphasizing content knowledge over engagement with the issues. 

Regarding the election, Ms. Kirby appeared to be more focused on developing civic 

dispositions and skills; specifically, teaching students how to engage in civil dialogue about 

the election. She also championed the idea of students holding a diversity of perspectives. 

However, when her students disagreed or raised concerns related to the outcome of the 

election, Ms. Kirby didn’t actually engage her students. Ms. Kirby rarely discussed the 

election and election-related issues at all; when she did, it was mainly within the context 

of media literacy (which is discussed below).  

Using examples from both teachers, chapter 5 of this study problematizes the ways 

that apolitical knowledge and/or ignoring political issues affects students. It analyzes the 

ways that teachers can address the election and other civic issues in a way that educates 

students about politics while also fostering inclusive and purposeful discussion and 
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deliberation. 

Drawing on media literacy for civic learning 

 Young people today have unprecedented access to media. Common Sense is a 

nonprofit, nonpartisan organization that conducts research about children and media. In 

2015, they found that children ages 8-12 spend an average of ninety minutes a day watching 

television (with 62% reporting that they watch television every day), and over two hours a 

day interacting with a tablet, smartphone, or computer (Rideout). In recognition of the 

importance and ubiquity of media in young people’s lives, there have been an increasing 

number of calls to integrate media literacy education into classrooms. Media literacy is 

traditionally defined as the ability to access, analyze, evaluate and communicate (or create) 

messages in a variety of forms (Aufderheidre & Firestone, 1993; Hobbs, 2004; Kellner & 

Share, 2007; NCSS, 2009a). A position statement from the National Council for the Social 

Studies states that “the deluge of unfiltered information that streams through the Internet 

has necessitated a change in our pedagogical orientation—forcing us to focus more on 

teaching students to analyze and evaluate information rather than to remember it” (NCSS, 

2016, p. 183). The Stanford History Education Group conducted a study to measure 

students’ civic online reasoning, or “the ability to judge the credibility of information that 

floods young people’s smartphones, tablets, and computers (2016, p. 3). The report, headed 

by Dr. Sam Wineburg, concluded that “overall, young people’s ability to reason about the 

information on the Internet can be summed up in one word: bleak” (p. 4). It recommended 

that media literacy skills should be explicitly taught in schools, beginning in the elementary 

grades.  



 160 

Within the context of the 2016 presidential campaign and subsequent election of 

Donald Trump, media literacy education is more relevant, and more essential, than ever. 

Kahne and Bowyer (2017) asserted that inaccurate political information has become more 

common and more difficult to detect, which they attributed to the dramatic increase in 

political polarization in the United States, along with changes in the media environment 

that include a decrease in traditional gatekeepers of information and more opportunities to 

disseminate information (and disinformation). Therefore, the ability to judge political 

claims is “an educational priority… educators should prepare youth to be informed about 

controversial issues [and] able to critically assess evidence and factual claims relate to such 

issues” (Kahne & Bowyer, 2017, p. 5). Despite this, media literacy education in general is 

largely absent, or only superficially represented, in K-12 civic education standards and 

curricula (Stoddard, 2014).  

During the 2016-2017 school year, Ms. Kirby and Ms. Wilson integrated lessons 

on advertisements into their curriculum through state language arts learning standards for 

persuasive texts and media literacy, which ask students to identify authors’ points of view, 

as well as persuasive techniques used in different mediums. Both teachers believed that the 

mass media’s coverage of the campaign and candidates was inherently biased, and sought 

to use media literacy education as a way to counter that bias. Their shared goal was for 

students to become better informed, critically thinking citizens. In the following section, I 

examine the two teachers’ media literacy beliefs and pedagogical practices in order to 

demonstrate how the teachers taught media literacy for civic educative purposes.  
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Ms. Wilson 

Journell et al. (2012) noted that many elementary students enter the classroom with 

some prior exposure to political media and negative political discourse, as well as 

viewpoints, positions, and arguments about political issues. Besides watching CNN 

Student News in the mornings, many students in Ms. Wilson’s class were clearly exposed 

to political media outside of school as well. For instance, almost all of her students said 

they had watched the second presidential debate between Hillary Clinton and Donald 

Trump (Interview, October 10, 2016). On another occasion, when she conducted a lesson 

about political advertisements, several students described different political advertisements 

they had seen on YouTube that played in between videos (Field Notes, October 6, 2016). 

Journell et al. (2012) asserted that presidential campaigns provide a multitude of authentic 

democratic civic learning experiences for elementary age students. These experiences 

include critically examining and analyzing mediated political information.  

 Ms. Wilson tied media literacy to the notion of the informed and critically thinking 

citizen. She expressed distrust of the mass media’s ability to provide fair coverage of the 

election, and was especially angered that “the Clinton e-mail thing has been blown way out 

of proportion... by the media” while Donald Trump’s possible ties to Russia and his 

treatment of women did not get the amount of media coverage she felt was warranted 

(Interview, September 11, 2016). She also expressed frustration that much of the reporting 

was too fixated on the candidates’ personalities and polling information, rather than the 

issues. As someone who was primarily focused on students gathering accurate information 

about the candidates, she noted, 
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So much of things like elections and politics are media-driven and set up to sway 

people based on emotions or things that are otherwise less than logical. You want 

[the students] to be able to see through some of that and to make the most informed 

decisions possible. (Interview, May 25, 2016)  

Although Ms. Wilson did not explicitly use the term “media literate”, this quote 

demonstrates that she believed media literacy was an essential civic skill. This includes 

teaching students how to gather information, evaluate the credibility of sources, make 

informed decisions, and communicate them (Gutmann & Thompson, 2004; Hamot et al., 

1998; Mihailidis, 2009; Stein & Prewett, 2009).  

 Ms. Wilson integrated a media literacy lesson into her social studies curriculum 

through language arts learning standards for persuasive texts and media literacy. These 

TEKS ask students to identify authors’ points of view as well as persuasive techniques used 

in different mediums. She used Lyndon Johnson’s infamous “Peace Little Girl (Daisy)” 

advertisement from the 1964 presidential campaign 

(http://www.livingroomcandidate.org/commercials/1964/peace-little-girl-daisy). In the 

advertisement, a little girl incorrectly attempts to counts to ten while pulling the petals off 

of a daisy. As she reaches nine, a man’s voice begins to count down to zero, while a close-

up of the little girl cuts to footage of a nuclear explosion. At the end, a voice-over urges 

the viewer to vote for President Johnson because “the stakes are too high for you to stay 

home”.  

 Although it was not in the lesson plans, Ms. Wilson chose to use the “Daisy” 

advertisement in her lesson on persuasive techniques because of own background and 
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interest in history (Interview, February 1, 2017). She gave students some brief historical 

context for the advertisement, explaining that the United States was in the midst of the 

Vietnam War, and the two top presidential contenders (Johnson and Goldwater) disagreed 

about using nuclear weapons. After showing the advertisement to her students once, she 

wrote the following questions on the board: 

 1) Who was the author of the video? 

 2) What was their purpose? 

 3) What was their method? (Field Notes, February 27, 2017) 

Students agreed that Johnson was the author of the video, and that the purpose was to get 

people to vote for him. For the third question, one student commented that the advertisers 

“told [the little girl in the advertisement] to count wrong to be cute”. When Ms. Wilson 

asked why, another student responded, “to keep a focus on [the child] and kind of feel 

something for her…. It makes you feel a connection with her when she counted wrong, and 

then you feel bad when she probably dies”. Ms. Wilson confirmed this, telling students, “It 

plays on emotions to see an innocent child being hurt… to try to persuade you to vote for 

Johnson.” By discussing the “emotional appeal” persuasive technique used in this 

advertisement, Ms. Wilson addressed the civic learning goal she had set for her students 

nine months previously, when she stated that she wanted students to learn to “see through” 

this technique in order to make decisions based on information, rather than emotions 

(Interview, May 25, 2016). Ms. Wilson continued to demonstrate her prioritization of 

democratic civic knowledge of candidates, while also having the lesson objective of 

teaching students to critically analyze political advertisements. 
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Ms. Wilson recognized the importance of providing students with multiple sources 

of information about the candidates. In her lessons on political advertisements, as well as 

the candidate research project, she told her students that certain sources of political 

information, such as a candidate’s personal campaign website, “won’t list negative things 

for their own candidates” (Field Notes, September 13, 2016). By talking about bias, Ms. 

Wilson touched on the core critical media literacy concept of the principle of non-

transparency: that media messages are constructed, and therefore influenced by the biases 

of their creators (Kellner & Share, 2005; Share, 2009).  

A month before the general election, Ms. Wilson decided to teach a lesson about 

campaign advertisements from Junior Scholastic Online. Ms. Kirby, who used the Junior 

Scholastic bimonthly magazine in her classroom, had shared the lesson with her previously. 

Students watched a video entitled ‘Campaign 2016: Battle of the Ads’ 

(https://junior.scholastic.com/issues/2016-17/090516.html) which showed one Donald 

Trump and one Hillary Clinton political advertisement. Ms. Wilson explained why she 

chose this lesson, saying,  

I wanted to make the point that they need to, whatever they want to vote, be 

educated about it. And in a campaign, so many people make their opinions from 

commercials... I liked how that video showed ads from both sides and each time 

you didn’t really get much information, they just tried to convey feelings, pictures, 

and sounds, which the kids discussed. (Interview, October 6, 2016) 

By showing videos from both candidates, Ms. Wilson remained committed to her own 

personal notions of neutrality when addressing the campaign. She also recognized that 
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many people, including students, get much of their political information through media 

such as political advertisements (e.g. Kahne & Middaugh, 2008; Macedo, 2007; Marchi, 

2016; Mihailidis, 2009; Silverblatt, 2004), and believed that many of her students were 

already aware of bias in media (Interview, September 11, 2016). 

In the ‘Campaign 2016: Battle of the Ads’ lesson, Ms. Wilson paid particular 

attention to the core critical media literacy concept of codes and conventions, i.e., that 

“media messages are constructed using a creative language with its own rules” (Kellner & 

Share, 2005, p. 374). This concept includes the different ways a media message can convey 

ideas (Baker, 2009). For instance, negative campaign advertisements show the opposing 

candidate in black and white, rather than color, to give the impression that he or she is 

untrustworthy.  

With younger students, Kellner and Share (2005) suggested teaching the concept 

of codes and conventions by helping students separate what they see and hear (pictures and 

sounds) from what they think or feel. The students in Ms. Wilson’s class watched a Donald 

Trump advertisement which focused on national security. The advertisement discussed 

“radical Islamic terrorism,” his proposed Muslim ban, illegal immigration, and ended with 

a clip of the candidate at a campaign rally promising to “make America great again.” After 

watching the video twice, Ms. Wilson had the following exchange with her students: 

 Ms. Wilson: What did you notice in general? 

 Student 1: The music. The Trump music was creepy… very scary at first. 

 Student 2: At the end, though, it… got higher. 

 Ms. Wilson: Why do you think that was? 
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Student 2: It sounded kind of hopeful. Like [Student 1] said, all this stuff is kind of 

scary, but then it showed Trump and he was, like, hopeful. Like he’s going to fix it 

or something. (Field Notes, October 6, 2016) 

Two other students noted that the advertisement used “war imagery” (footage of a bomb 

dropping) and “strong language…. It mentioned ‘cutting off the head of ISIS’” (Field 

Notes, October 6, 2016). By identifying how visual and audial elements in the 

advertisements suggested implicit messages—in this instance, that Donald Trump was 

going to ensure Americans’ national security—students were learning to critically analyze 

political media. 

Ms. Wilson used the political advertisements to teach not only media literacy, but 

also review important knowledge about American government. At the end of the lesson on 

campaign advertisements, she reiterated that political candidates often make promises they 

cannot keep, yet told students, “it's still very important to listen to [candidates’] promises, 

even if they don't come true, because it shows us their positions on different issues” (Field 

Notes, October 6, 2016).  She also reviewed the branches of government and the concept 

of checks and balances with her students to make the point that “a president may say that 

they are going to do a lot of things, but they don’t have absolute power” (Field Notes, 

October 6, 2016). These served as further examples of how Ms. Wilson prioritized 

democratic civic knowledge of candidates and the political process in her classroom. 

Ms. Kirby 

 Ms. Kirby holds a Bachelor’s degree in advertising, and worked for advertising 

firms for 9 years before transitioning to teaching. Because of her educational and 
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professional background in advertising, she enjoyed using media in the classroom, 

particularly advertisements, because “it is fascinating, and it impacts them every day… just 

making them educated buyers, trying to get them to understand bias” (Interview, January 

23, 2017). Just as Ms. Kirby wanted her students to be educated about commercial 

products, she also wanted them to be critical consumers of political media as well. When 

first asked what she believed was the most important thing she wanted students to learn 

about the election, she stated, “I want them to know that what they hear and see is not 

always what it seems. Listening to a commentator or a news anchor, you can’t believe 

everything you hear. You cannot listen to a soundbite and assume that the way it is being 

portrayed is accurate” (Interview, May 25, 2016). She distrusted the contemporary news 

media and believed it was often biased, telling students that “in my day, reporters were 

held to higher standards, and tried to be as fair as possible without including their own 

opinions… but it’s almost impossible to make a newspaper without bias” (Field Notes, 

September 9, 2016). Ms. Kirby was not alone in her belief that contemporary news 

organizations have partisan bias: a 2017 survey by the Pew Research Center found that 

87% of Republicans (Ms. Kirby’s stated partisan alignment) and 53% of Democrats who 

responded believe that news organizations tend to favor one political party over another 

(Barthel & Mitchell, 2017). 

Kellner and Share (2005) argued that teaching media literacy should be a 

participatory and collaborative process between students and teachers. They noted that 

students are “often more media savvy, knowledgeable, and immersed in media culture” (p. 

373) than their teachers, and can therefore contribute their own experiences, perceptions 
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and insights when teaching through media. Students in Ms. Kirby’s class demonstrated 

their own understandings of media, such as an awareness of bias in the news media. For 

instance, in a discussion in Ms. Kirby’s class, the following exchange occurred: 

Ms. Kirby: Some of you have mentioned that you think some news sources are 

biased towards Clinton or Trump.  

Student 1: Yeah, Fox [News] is totally biased towards Trump. 

Ms. Kirby: It’s not just Fox [News]. A lot of people say that other sources are biased 

too, not just to Trump, but also to Clinton. 

Student 2: My mom and I were watching CNN, and it’s definitely for Clinton. 

(Field Notes, November 1, 2016) 

The vast majority of voters form their opinions about candidates and issues (including 

which issues should be given attention) based in part on what they see, hear and read in 

mainstream mass media (Carr & Porfilio, 2011). A 2016 Pew Research Center survey 

found that the majority of adults in the United States believe that news media should only 

present facts without interpretation (Barthel & Gottfried). Paradoxically, however, studies 

have also shown that Americans are mostly likely to get their news from sources that will 

confirm their personal beliefs (Burke, 2008; Mitchell et al., 2014). People are more likely 

to trust reporters whose ideological beliefs match their own, which incentivizes the 

networks to hire reporters who espouse those ideologies (Stone, 2011). As a result, 

television news networks often trend towards certain political parties and candidates 

(Burke, 2008), as the students in Ms. Kirby’s class noted.  

Because of her advertising background, Ms. Kirby was aware of the core critical 
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media literacy concept of the principle of non-transparency, i.e., that media messages are 

constructed, and therefore influenced, by the biases of their creators (Kellner & Share, 

2005; Masterman, 1994; Share, 2009). For instance, she told students that it was important 

to look at multiple sources of information, because the creators of media messages “put 

[their] own opinion or bias depending on who [they] are.… The things you include 

sometimes have just as much importance as what is not [included]” (Field Notes, 

September 9, 2016). This comment showed Ms. Kirby’s critical understanding that media 

is not a neutral conveyer of information: the construction of media messages includes 

decisions by their creators about what to include, what to exclude, and how to represent 

reality (Kellner & Share, 2007; Masterman, 1994).  

In preliminary interviews, Ms. Kirby also showed awareness of the core critical 

media literacy concept of motivation and political economy, i.e., that media are organized 

to gain profit and/or power (Kellner & Share, 2005; Share, 2009). She explained, 

“Everyone [in the media] has an agenda and you need to know who is talking and where 

they are coming from, and who is paying them” (Interview, May 25, 2016). Due to her 

advertising background, Ms. Kirby had real-life professional experience with the economic 

motivations behind news media. Because 69% of news revenue comes from advertising 

(Holcomb & Mitchell, 2014), this is an essential understanding for critical media 

consumption.  

Besides an awareness of the principle of non-transparency (Kellner & Share, 2005; 

Masterman, 1994; Share, 2009), Ms. Kirby’s prior advertising experience extended to the 

core critical media literacy concept of codes and conventions, i.e., that “media messages 
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are constructed using a creative language with its own rules” (Kellner & Share, 2005, p. 

374). Shortly before the 15th anniversary of the September 11, 2001 attacks on the World 

Trade Center, Ms. Kirby showed her class a student-made YouTube video about the attacks 

(https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=MTJGB5XEUkA). Before showing the video, she 

asked students to “keep in mind if there’s any message [the creators of the video] are trying 

to promote” (Field Notes, Sept. 9, 2016). She specifically told them to pay attention to 

sound, color, text, and imagery, because these elements, she stated, “impact mood. They 

are done with intent… but not always bad intent.” While watching the video, students 

reacted to the music when it switched to the Rocky theme. Most students, seeming to 

recognize the inappropriately cheerful nature of the music, laughed, so Ms. Kirby muted 

it, announcing to her students that she thought it was “too happy…. I don’t think this is 

OK.” A student agreed, predicting that the music would change to something less “happy”. 

However, after watching the video, Ms. Kirby shared her personal experiences from 

September 11th, missing the opportunity to actually talk about media literacy or use media 

literacy skills. Chapter 5 of this study suggests ways that teachers actually can use 

opportunities such as these to teach media literacy concepts through critical analysis of 

media artifacts, including user content generated through social media sites such as 

Youtube. 

Ms. Kirby connected her critical understandings to media coverage of the 2016 

presidential election. Recognizing that media is never neutral (Baker, 2009; Kellner & 

Share, 2005; Mihailidis, 2014), Ms. Kirby stressed the importance of assessing sources of 

information to her students. Before the general election, Ms. Kirby used several articles 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=MTJGB5XEUkA
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from Newsela.com, which she integrated into language arts lessons on informational texts. 

Newsela is a free website for teachers and students that publishes nonfiction articles on a 

wide variety of topics, including current events. Teachers are able to adjust the articles to 

different reading levels and assign writing prompts and reading comprehension quizzes to 

students. In one lesson, Ms. Kirby used an article entitled “In politics, it’s not what you say 

but how you say it” (Khan, 2016), about the vocal strategies of four presidential contenders. 

Ms. Kirby directed students’ attention to a quote from a UCLA researcher. After explaining 

that UCLA is a highly regarded university, she made the point that the qualifications of the 

researchers make their conclusions more believable, redundantly asking her students, “Isn’t 

it more impressive when [the article’s authors] tell you who [the researchers] are and where 

they worked?” (Field Notes, September 27, 2016). Association with a university does not 

necessarily make a source legitimate—for example, a media message’s author, or the 

researcher, may misrepresent research findings, or the university may not be accredited. 

However, Ms. Kirby still conveyed an essential concept of media literacy—that 

information gains credibility based on its source. 

In a second Newsela lesson, Ms. Kirby used an article entitled “Q&A: How science 

would fare under a Clinton or Trump administration” (Kaplan, 2016). Science Debate, a 

nonprofit, nonpartisan organization, asked the candidates to share their views on several 

science and technology issues such as how to address climate change. Newsela published 

excerpts from their responses. Ms. Kirby used the article to conduct a media literacy lesson 

about authorship and credibility. Sharing the article with her students on the document 

camera, they had the following discussion:  
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Ms. Kirby: Is there anything to make us think that this article is biased or a 

trustworthy source of information? [Long pause] Where did the information in this 

article come from? 

Multiple students [reading from article]: ScienceDebate.org 

Ms. Kirby: What does is say about Science Debate?  

Student 1 [reading from article]: It’s “an effort supported by dozens of 

organizations, including the American Association for the Advancement of 

Science, the National Academy of Sciences and the Union of Concerned 

Scientists.” 

Student 2: I think that because it’s supported by dozens of organizations, that makes 

it more trustworthy than if it was… only one. 

Ms. Kirby: Good. (Field Notes, November 1, 2016) 

The Stanford History Education Group (2016) recently conducted a study on civic online 

reasoning, which they defined as “the ability to judge the credibility of information that 

floods young people’s smartphones, tablets, and computers” (p. 3). The authors found that 

students are often unable to distinguish between legitimate and noncredible sources. A 

crucial first step for media literacy is to question the origination, ownership, and control of 

mediated information (Mihailidis, 2014). As these two examples from Newsela 

demonstrated, Ms. Kirby addressed the importance of sourcing and credibility with 

students, yet by not gathering further information about the organizations which support 

Science Debate, her lesson was incomplete. The study from the Stanford History Education 

Group (2016) suggested that in order to more accurately assess the credibility of sources 
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of online information, critical consumers must read laterally—that is, perform independent 

research of the original sources to determine their credibility, rather than rely on 

information from the article.  

 With her background in advertising, Ms. Kirby possessed many of the critical 

understandings of media, including the principle of non-transparency—that media 

messages are constructed, and therefore influenced, by the biases of their creators; 

motivation and political economy—that media are organized to gain profit and/or power; 

and codes and conventions—that media messages are constructed using a creative language 

with its own rules (Kellner & Share, 2005; Masterman, 1994; Share, 2009). Through the 

use of social media and online news coverage of the 2016 presidential election, Ms. Kirby 

attempted to convey these understandings to her students.  

A major goal of social studies education is to prepare students for active, informed 

and engaged democratic citizenship (Anderson et al., 1997; Barton & Levstik, 2004; 

Dewey, 1916; Parker, 2003). In a time when children ages 8-12 spend an average of ninety 

minutes a day watching television, and over two hours a day interacting with a tablet, 

smartphone, or computer (Rideout, 2015), the media is a primary source of civic 

information for many children. In 2017, a Common Sense report entitled “News and 

America’s kids: How young people perceive and are impacted by the news” found that 

49% of children ages 10-18 got news online the previous day, with 46% getting news from 

traditional media such as television, radio, and print media (Robb).  

During and after the 2016 presidential campaign, with the rise of “fake news,” 

Kahne and Bowyer (2017) asserted that the ability to judge political claims is “an 
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educational priority…. Educators should prepare youth to be informed about controversial 

issues [and] able to critically assess evidence and factual claims relate to such issues” (p. 

5). However, although 35% of children surveyed by Common Sense stated that they got 

news from their teacher or another adult “yesterday” (Robb, 2017), media literacy 

education in general is largely absent, or only superficially represented, in K-12 civic 

education standards and curricula (Stoddard, 2014).  

During the 2016-2017 school year, Ms. Kirby and Ms. Wilson sought to integrate 

media literacy education into their instruction. Both teachers believed that the mass media’s 

coverage of the campaign and candidates was inherently biased, and sought to use media 

literacy education as a way to counter that bias. Their shared goal was for students to 

become better informed, critically thinking citizens. Using the examples from both 

teachers, chapter 5 of this study analyzes ways that teachers can use media literacy 

education for civic educative purposes.  

OVERVIEW OF CHAPTER 4 

Teacher decision making is a highly complex process influenced by a multitude of  

interactive and overlapping contexts and factors (Cornbleth, 1990; Grant, 2003). In this 

chapter, I presented the results of my study of teachers curricular-instructional decision 

making in regards to the 2016 presidential election, and how the resulting practices 

engaged students in democratic civic learning. In my data analysis, three themes emerged. 

The first theme highlighted the ways that the campaign itself influenced the teachers’ 

decision making. Data from this theme revealed that the controversial and polarizing nature 

of the campaign had a major impact on what and how the teachers chose to address the 
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election with their students. The second theme explored how the organizational influences 

of the research site, Vista Verde Elementary School, influenced the teachers’ decision 

making and subsequent civic learning opportunities for students. Data revealed that these 

contextual influences largely supported the teachers’ agency in decision making. The third 

theme examined how the teachers’ practices engaged students in democratic civic learning. 

Data revealed that the teachers’ civic learning goals for their students had a significant 

impact on their decision making about the election and the subsequent democratic civic 

learning opportunities for their students. These three themes underscored the complex 

interplay of a multitude of factors which influence teachers curricular-instructional 

decision making about democratic civic education, paying particular attention to the 

context of the 2016 presidential election. In Chapter 5, I present the findings of this study, 

consider its limitations, and conclude with implications and recommendations, as well as 

suggestions for future research.  
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Chapter 5: Findings and implications 

 The first purpose of this study was to provide a better understanding of two 

elementary teachers’ curricular-instructional decision making practices within the context 

of the 2016 United States presidential election. Specifically, this study sought to explore 

the factors which influenced the teachers’ decision making. The second purpose of this 

study was to explore how the teachers’ resulting practices engaged students in civic 

learning. As such, this study utilized a conceptual framework that centered around two 

major frames: (1) the contextual factors and forces that can directly and indirectly influence 

teachers’ decision making; and (2) democratic civic teaching and learning. Given the data 

described in Chapter Four, the findings in this chapter seek to answer the research questions 

posed at the outset of this dissertation study: (1) How did a sample of fifth grade teachers 

make curricular-instructional decisions during the 2016 presidential election? and (2) How 

did a sample of fifth grade teachers’ practices during the 2016 presidential election engage 

students in democratic civic learning? 

 In order to attend to these questions, Chapter 4 included case studies of two fifth 

grade teachers: Ms. Wilson and Ms. Kirby. The case studies presented in Chapter 4 

revealed a variety of factors which influenced their decision making, shaping the resulting 

democratic civic learning experiences for students. These case studies examined in detail 

the three themes that emerged during cross-case analysis and provided evidence of the 

participants’ curricular-instructional decision-making practices in regards to the 2016 

presidential election. 
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In this final chapter, I review the three major findings which emerged from this 

study. Finding one argues that when teachers primarily focus on teaching civic content 

knowledge, students are insufficiently prepared for future civic life. The second finding 

contends that while a balanced approach (Hess, 2004, 2005) to controversial political issues 

may seem attractive to teachers, in a time of political uncertainty and upheaval it does not 

adequately support civic education and can even be detrimental to students. This finding 

focuses particularly on the reasons why teachers may choose this approach and why they 

may (or may not) choose to disclose their own political beliefs to their students. The third 

finding suggests that media literacy is an increasingly essential skill for civic life. 

Specifically, this finding explores the ways that teachers integrate media literacy education 

for civic learning purposes. In this chapter, I address each of these findings. Next, I 

delineate the limitations of my research. I then discuss the implications of this study and 

explore how its findings may inform social studies curriculum and teacher preparation and 

practices. I conclude with a consideration of future areas for research based on this study. 

FINDINGS 

Missed civic learning opportunities 

 Democratic civic education consists of the teaching and learning of the knowledge, 

values/dispositions, and skills necessary for maintaining, supporting, and participating in a 

democracy (Kahne & Middaugh, 2010; Levine, 2007). There are a wide variety of ways 

that teachers conceptualize and emphasize (or not) these three components (Brophy, 1993; 

Knight-Abowitz & Harnish, 2006; Levine, 2007; Parker, 2014; Westheimer & Kahne, 

2004). In a study of elementary teachers, VanFossen (2005) found that teachers in the lower 
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grades tend to focus more on teaching values, dispositions and skills, while the upper 

grades spend more time on civic content knowledge, such as the structures of government, 

political processes, and Constitutional rights.  

Barton and Levstik (2004) stated that although public schools “devote a fair amount 

of attention to citizenship education… most of this attention is limited to narrow and 

unproductive visions of the task” (p. 28). At the elementary level, students gain only a 

“superficial” (p. 29) understanding of basic political procedures like voting and elections. 

Barton and Levstik (2004) argued that while this is important knowledge, it does not teach 

students how to be active and reflective citizens who can civically engage with others to 

make informed decisions about policy issues and act on them. 

Dewey (1916) viewed schools as microcosms of society where students from 

different backgrounds and cultures join together to envision and work towards a common 

good (see also, Barton & Levstik, 2004; Gutmann, 1999). Elementary schools in particular 

are fitting spaces for students to develop these skills, because they are often the first places 

that children have sustained interactions with other children from different cultures; this 

exposes them to multiple perspectives beginning at an early age (Parker, 2003; Hess, 2009). 

Aligning with VanFossen’s (2005) findings that upper elementary teachers most often 

emphasize civic content knowledge over dispositions or skills, Ms. Wilson prioritized 

teaching civic knowledge when addressing the 2016 presidential election with her students. 

In her lessons, she focused on teaching students about government structures and the 

political process, and had one fact-finding project where students researched the two 

candidates’ stances on major issues. Ms. Kirby did not do this project at all, due to 
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perceived time constraints. She was also fearful of upsetting parents or administrators by 

talking about politics at all. 

While Ms. Wilson wanted students to research the candidates so that they could 

develop their own informed opinions, the project was insufficient in meeting this goal. 

Learning about the candidates and their stances is only a first step towards making 

informed decisions about civic issues. Ms. Wilson’s project would have benefitted with the 

use of inquiry and discussion. For instance, students could use their research to think about 

and discuss how the candidates’ policy positions would affect their lives and their 

community. This would ideally lead students to consider their own stances on these issues, 

and how their personal stances aligned with what they researched about the candidates. In 

this way, students could begin to develop their own civic identities (Hess & McAvoy, 

2014). Furthermore, Parker and Hess (2001) asserted that “discussion is relevant to the 

broad social aims of democracy and solidarity in a diverse society and to the pedagogical 

aim of creating vigorous communities of inquiry” (p. 273). In this manner, discussion and 

deliberation about political issues would have exposed students to multiple perspectives as 

they practiced the essential civic skills of making decisions and talking across differences 

(Dewey, 1916; Gutmann & Thompson, 2003). This can also foster tolerance and mutual 

respect, which are important values in a pluralist society (Angell, 1991; Parker, 2003).  

In such a polarizing climate, democratic civic education needs to move beyond 

teaching civic knowledge about government structures and processes, and towards helping 

students negotiate their developing civic identities, as well as developing the participatory 

skills to engage with others in civil discussion and deliberation. Ms. Wilson and Ms. Kirby 
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stated that they wanted to foster civil dialogue among their students, and civility is a basic 

democratic civic disposition (Branson, 1998; Carr, 2011; Gutmann, 1987; Levine, 2007). 

However, within the context of the election, observations demonstrated that this was 

limited to students stating which candidates they supported without repercussions or 

hostility from their classmates. Neither teacher engaged students in substantive discussion 

or inquiry about politics. Instead, they assumed a protectionist stance.  

It is a common belief that young students can not, and should not, engage in politics 

and political issues, yet studies of elementary students demonstrate otherwise (Bolgatz, 

2005; Bickmore, 1999; Husband, 2010). When teachers don’t give politics a place in 

schools, they are negating students’ knowledge and abilities. Instead, they send implicit 

messages about the students’ own civic identities and abilities—that their students are too 

young to engage in meaningful discussion or action, and that politics are a taboo topic. 

Politics become part of the null curriculum, which is detrimental to students’ civic 

development in schools. Recognizing student voice leads to civic development and agency 

(Adair, 2014; Mitra & Serriere, 2015; Payne, 2015). Furthermore, elementary students 

need to learn how to be open to different points of view and defend their own in a respectful 

way (Engle & Ochoa, 1988). If students are not given the space to civically engage, 

teachers are not helping them to develop as citizens.  

While research has shown that secondary students bring their own knowledge about 

politics into the classroom (e.g. Hess & McAvoy, 2009), this study demonstrated that 

elementary students do as well. However, Ms. Wilson and Ms. Kirby did not take 

advantage of their students’ political knowledge. Students in both classes openly stated 
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their support for the presidential candidates, yet Ms. Wilson deliberately did not ask 

students about their political preferences, and discouraged them from sharing with their 

classmates, because she wanted to avoid peer pressure and divisiveness. In addition, she 

often disregarded students when they made unsupported blanket statements about the 

candidates, such as “Hillary Clinton lied about her e-mails” and “Donald Trump hates 

women,” rather than using the opportunity to ask students to discuss and substantiate their 

assertions.  

Unlike Ms. Wilson, Ms. Kirby did ask students which candidate they supported, 

and emphatically stated several times that the students did not need to share their 

preferences if they did not want to. I agree with Ms. Kirby that students should not be 

forced to share this information, similar to what they will experience when voting as adults. 

However, her tone when telling students this, and the fact that she repeated it several times, 

sent the implicit message that discussing politics or even just sharing political preferences 

is somehow taboo, or at the very least socially inappropriate. Students should be given the 

impetus and space to question their political beliefs and engage in democratic discussion 

with their peers. 

Balance and disclosure 

The second finding of this study focuses on the teachers’ decision making in regards 

to the 2016 presidential election. It looks specifically at the teachers’ decisions about 

disclosing their political beliefs as well as the approaches they used when addressing 

election-related issues. 
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Contentious political issues have carried over into the classroom in profound ways, 

which has required teachers to make a variety of decisions, including whether to even 

discuss political issues (SPLC, 2016a, 2016b; Dabach, 2015; Hess & McAvoy, 2015). 

When teachers do choose to do so, they must also decide when and how to disclose their 

own views, if at all, which Hess (2004, 2005) termed the “disclosure dilemma.” During 

and after the 2016 election, as political polarization has continued to increase across the 

country (Pew Research, 2017b), elementary and secondary teachers have been confronted 

with this dilemma to a major extent (SPLC 2016a, 2016b). 

Ms. Wilson and Ms. Kirby strongly believed that they should not share their own 

political beliefs with their students. Recognizing their positions of authority, both teachers 

were similarly concerned about indoctrinating their students. This is a common concern 

among teachers (Hess, 2004, 2009; Journell, 2011a, 2011b). Besides being aware of her 

power as a teacher, Ms. Kirby perceived people’s political beliefs to be as private and 

personal as their religious beliefs. She stated, 

If I am going to incorporate politics and such in the classroom, I want to be super 

fair and balanced…. I don’t want to slant or bias what these kids think because 

sometimes I feel I have more power than their parents, and I don’t want more power 

than their parents in these parts of their lives, in their faith and religion. (Interview, 

May 23, 2016)  

This returns to the idea of politics as a taboo subject for the classroom, in line with religion. 

Evans et al. (1999), in their exploration of the cultural restraints teachers place on social 

issues, similarly found that many teachers consider both politics and religion to be 
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“common taboos [that] may… represent closed areas of culture” (p. 220). Politics, like 

religion, is something that can have profound effects on students’ lives, yet teachers 

equating the two is deeply problematic, particularly within a public school context.  

In the United States, the underlying purpose of public schooling is to prepare 

students for citizenship in a pluralist democracy (e.g. Anderson et al., 1997; Barton & 

Levstik, 2004; Dewey, 1916; Parker, 2003), not a theocracy. A theocracy follows the law 

of a single religion; in a democracy, citizens from a multitude of diverse backgrounds 

(including different religions) work together to create and shape public policy. Schools, as 

a microcosm of society (Dewey, 1916), are where students learn to address questions of 

public policy—in other words, questions about how we want to live together (McAvoy & 

Hess, 2013).  Discussing these questions in school encourages students to move from 

individual self-interest to consideration of the greater good as they evaluate “competing 

conceptions of the good life and good society” (Gutmann, 1999, p. 44); naturally, politics 

and policy are a major element of that. Students need to learn how to think critically and 

constructively about how to improve civic life, interact with people from diverse 

backgrounds, discuss and deliberate civic issues with people who have different 

viewpoints, and ultimately take action (Patrick & Vontz, 2001). 

However, it is also vitally important for teachers to recognize that politics can have 

a major effect on their students’ lives and must be treated with awareness and sensitivity. 

Political issues (such as immigration and social welfare programs) are often linked to 

students’ social circumstances (Bickmore, 1999; Dabach, 2015; Hess & McAvoy, 2015; 

Husband, 2010; Justice & Stanley, 2016; Nguyen & Kebede, 2017; Sondell et al., 2018). 
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In the aftermath of the 2016 presidential election, this has seemed to be more true than ever 

(SPLC, 2016b). The controversial public issues surrounding the early presidency of Donald 

Trump—such as his plan to build a wall between Mexico and the United States, his 

attempts to ban immigration from predominantly Muslim countries, his support of a repeal 

of the Affordable Care Act, and the successful repeal of the DREAM Act—are issues that 

can have real implications for students in thousands of classrooms across the country. This 

was demonstrated the day after the general election in Ms. Kirby’s class, when several first 

and second generation Asian-American students expressed fear and uncertainty about their 

futures in a Trump presidency. Exploring the issues that affect students in the “real world,” 

such as immigration, is a way to acknowledge and validate their social, political, and 

cultural experiences and identities. 

For these reasons, I argue that it is important for teachers to neither avoid nor even 

attempt to remain neutral when discussing political issues with their students. First, as 

Niemi and Niemi (2007) and Journell (2011b) found, it is not possible for teachers to 

maintain neutrality about political issues. Even when teachers believe they are being 

neutral, they often let their opinions be known through implicit messages. More 

importantly, teachers must strive to create safe and inclusive spaces for all students (e.g. 

Sondel et al., 2018). While many teachers may choose to avoid certain issues that may be 

offensive or harmful to students (Bolgatz, 2005; Evans et al., 1999; Hess & McAvoy, 

2015), these issues can still have a major impact on students of all ages. In her study of a 

high school mixed-citizenship classroom that included undocumented and naturalized 

immigrants, Dabach (2015) called for teachers to act as active allies, rather than remaining 
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silent, in order to interrupt the norms that help maintain status quo exclusions. By doing 

so, teachers are supporting all students; modeling appropriate civic discussions, including 

how to advocate for one’s position in a civil way; acknowledging their experiences; and 

socializing them for political participation and agency. Although Dabach’s (2015) study 

was of high school students, elementary students are confronted by the same challenges, 

so deserve the same support and civic learning experiences that Dabach (2015) described. 

Furthermore, elementary students are particularly susceptible to influence by their teachers, 

so it is especially important that elementary teachers model appropriate civic skills and 

dispositions such as respect for diversity, being open to different points of view, and 

articulating their own beliefs (Engle & Ochoa, 1988). 

 Ms. Wilson and Ms. Kirby chose not to disclose their own political beliefs, and 

both initially chose a similar approach to the election with their students. As discussed in 

the second chapter of this study, while the election itself is not a controversial issue, there 

is very little research into how elementary teachers address presidential elections with their 

students. However, there is a significant body of research from Hess (2004, 2005) about 

how teachers approach controversial political issues that can be applied to elections as well. 

For instance, a teacher may privilege one candidate over another, avoid the election 

altogether, or attempt to teach in a balanced manner by devoting equal attention to the 

different candidates. 

Studies have shown that the majority of secondary and preservice social studies 

teachers believe that a balanced approach is the best, most conscientious way to address 

controversial political issues in their classrooms (Hess, 2004, 2009; Hess & McAvoy, 
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2009; Journell, 2011b, 2011c). The participants of this study similarly believed that they 

should use a balanced approach to talking about politics with their students. Preliminary 

interviews and classroom observations demonstrated that both teachers initially practiced 

a balanced approach to the Republican and Democratic frontrunners, carefully devoting 

equal attention and time to Donald Trump and Hillary Clinton while remaining neutral and 

not disclosing their own opinions. For instance, Ms. Wilson’s candidate research project 

required students to research and report the policy positions of both candidates.  

According to Sondel et al. (2018), teachers who attempt to remain neutral assume 

the mindset that “every viewpoint, including those that endorse oppressive views and 

challenge basic human rights, deserve equal weight in the classroom” (p. 183). This was 

especially apparent in Ms. Kirby’s class. When students brought up Donald Trump’s 

proposal to build a wall between Mexico and the United States, Ms. Kirby asked students 

if they were skeptical about his ability to actually do so. In order to be “fair,” she then 

asked students if they were skeptical about any of Hillary Clinton’s campaign promises. 

Ms. Kirby’s attempt at balance extended to other issues as well. This can be highly 

problematic, because it lends a false equivalency to different viewpoints that may not be 

legitimate. For instance, in a class mini-lesson on the September 11, 2001 attacks, Ms. 

Kirby attempted to provide students with the perspectives of Muslim-Americans who were 

discriminated against, as well as the perspective of those who discriminated, telling them, 

“Terrorists come from one religion but it’s a very small group that twists it. Other Muslims 

got a lot of heat.… It was an understandable response [for people to discriminate against 

Muslims] but not right to carry on” (Field Notes, September 9, 2016). The factual 
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inaccuracy of the statement notwithstanding (that terrorists come from one religion), this 

was an extremely harmful message to send to her students. Ms. Kirby equated balance with 

what she considered to be fairness by giving equal attention and weight to competing 

perspectives. This actually lent credence to the idea that discrimination against Muslims is 

understandable and acceptable, as long as the discriminatory acts do not “carry on.” Such 

messages are not only highly pernicious to Muslim students, they are antithetical to the 

democratic values of tolerance, appreciation for diversity, and fairness (ironically, the 

value Ms. Kirby was striving for).  

Both teachers believed that they were using a balanced approach towards the 

election, yet there is the question of whether they actually were balanced. Though neither 

teacher disclosed their candidate preferences, their partisan and ideological beliefs came 

out in different ways, such as in the example with Ms. Kirby described above. In such 

instances, teachers may be disclosing their beliefs in ways that they do not realize because 

they are not directly related to the election, but are related to social issues. It is important 

for teachers to recognize and understand the biases they are bringing to any sort of content 

around contentious issues.  As the semester progressed, Ms. Wilson moved from 

balance to avoidance of the election altogether. After the Access Hollywood video of 

Donald Trump stating that he grabbed women “by the pussy” was released, Ms. Wilson 

flatly refused to discuss the election or the candidates any more. She believed that she could 

not ignore what Donald Trump said if she discussed him with her students, but what he 

said was not age-appropriate, so she could therefore no longer discuss him—and if she 

didn’t discuss Donald Trump, she had to remain balanced and not discuss Hillary Clinton 
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either. It is true that the video’s release created a major challenge for teachers, who had to 

make the decision of whether to address or ignore the incident. In this instance, there is no 

good answer to this dilemma. I concur that it would not be appropriate to share the 

candidate’s remarks verbatim with her fifth-grade students, and I understand Ms. Wilson’s 

reasoning that she could not disregard what the candidate said. However, ignoring the 

election didn’t make it go away; it simply meant that students were not being informed or 

given the opportunity to discuss it. Ms. Wilson’s silence had four possible negative effects. 

First, refusing to discuss assault against women can further stigmatize the topic. Second, 

silence can be interpreted as tacit acceptance, sending the message that such words and 

actions are somehow acceptable. Third, Ms. Wilson believed that even expressing her 

opinion to any Trump supporters would be “putting their opinion down” (Interview, 

October 10, 2016), yet it is vitally important that elementary teachers model respectful 

disagreement with those who have different points of view (Engle & Ochoa, 1988). Finally, 

it negated any future possibilities for student civic learning about current political events 

and issues. When students are unaware of what their government is doing, they are being 

denied the opportunities to develop as political beings. 

 Unlike Ms. Wilson, Ms. Kirby continued to allow students to bring up the election 

and candidates throughout the semester. However, she (perhaps subconsciously) avoided 

any substantive discussion. This was especially apparent the day after the general election, 

when many students seem subdued. Although a student told her “we are all sad [that Trump 

won],” Ms. Kirby pivoted to a discussion about swing states, electoral votes, and time 

zones (Field Notes, November 9, 2016). Though unintentional, Ms. Kirby’s switch to 
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“safer” topics by emphasizing civic content knowledge essentially silenced her students’ 

voices by not acknowledging their feelings and concerns. This negates the realities of their 

lived experiences while reinforcing norms of silence about the issues that may be causing 

them fear, uncertainty, or even trauma, when teachers should be providing comfort, a sense 

of safety, and the opportunity to process the results of the election (Sondel et al., 2018). 

Furthermore, these norms of silence tacitly support the status quo by discouraging any 

attempts to disrupt—or even just discuss—possibilities for agency.  

Media literacy and civic education 

The final finding of this study argues that media literacy is an increasingly essential 

skill for civic life, and examines the ways that teachers integrate media literacy education 

for civic educative purposes. Although the extent of media’s influence in the 2016 

presidential election is debatable, traditional news sources and social media undeniably 

played an outsized role. Since then, educators, researchers, and policymakers have become 

increasingly concerned about the rise of “fake news”, both in terms of visibility and 

influence. As a result, politicians across the country have introduced bipartisan legislation 

to include media literacy education in public schools (Common Sense Kids Action, 2017). 

Furthermore, emerging research into the relationship between media literacy and civic life 

examines, evaluates, and/or recommends pedagogical approaches to media literacy 

education, as well as how media literacies support youth civic engagement and learning 

(Ashley et al., 2017; Kahne & Bowyer, 2017; Mihailidis & Viotty, 2017; Powers et al., 

2016; Stanford History Education Group, 2016).   
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The participants in this study, though not using the term “media literacy”, 

nevertheless recognized its importance. Both teachers stated their belief that the mass 

media’s coverage of the campaign and candidates was inherently biased, and attempted to 

teach media literacy as a way to counter that bias. Their shared goal was for students to 

become better informed, critically thinking citizens.   

Ms. Wilson and Ms. Kirby both taught lessons about deconstructing political 

advertisements and identifying persuasive techniques as part of a English Language Arts 

and Reading (ELAR) unit on persuasive texts.  The lesson plans cited the one 5th grade 

media literacy ELAR TEK, that asks students to “analyze how words, images, graphics, 

and sounds work together in various forms to impact meaning… [and] identify the point 

of view of media presentations” (Texas Education Agency, 2010).  

While the fifth grade lesson plans only applied this TEK to commercial advertising, 

both teachers decided to include a lesson that incorporated political advertisements. They 

saw this as a logical fit for their unit on persuasive texts. In addition, by showing political 

advertisements for both Hillary Clinton and Donald Trump, they remained committed to 

their notions of balance as described in the second finding of this chapter. Furthermore, 

both teachers’ perceptions of political media as biased clearly included political 

advertisements. As such, they employed a protectionist approach to media literacy as a way 

to “protect” students from media manipulation by identifying the biases in the 

advertisements. Kellner and Share (2007) point out that this approach is problematic 

because it over-simplifies the complex relationship people have with media; additionally, 

viewing media as “the enemy” removes possibility for empowerment through critical 
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pedagogy and media production. As will be discussed in the implications and 

recommendations section of this chapter, media has powerful potential to empower young 

people. 

Analyzing political advertisements can be a step towards media literacy. As 

discussed in Chapter 4, the lessons Ms. Wilson and Ms. Kirby taught  touched on two 

critical media literacy tenets: the principle of non-transparency [that media messages are 

constructed, and therefore influenced by the biases of their creators (Kellner & Share, 2005; 

Share, 2009)]; and, codes and conventions [that “media messages are constructed using a 

creative language with its own rules” (Kellner & Share, 2005, p. 374)]. These are important 

core concepts that media literate citizens must understand.  

However, analyzing political advertisements is insufficient preparation for 

contemporary civic life. The primary purpose of political advertisements is to persuade 

people to vote for (or against) a candidate. Students learn only one civic skill—to identify 

how media messages are constructed to persuade viewers. While political advertisements 

may provide some knowledge about a candidate, these practices do not teach students how 

to research the veracity of the claims; understand the social, political, cultural, and/or 

historical contexts behind the advertisement; or help students make connections to their 

own lives. Furthermore, limiting media literacy education to political advertisements 

supports the notion that voting and elections are the primary “key” to democratic 

participation, which can give the impression that that other methods of participation are 

not as effective, and therefore not worth pursuing. This last point is especially important 

because the vast majority of students are not even old enough to vote, yet there is no 
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baseline age for political participation. Finally, presidential candidates have used digital 

media (televised) political advertisements since at least 1952 (livingroomcandidate.org). 

Methods of communication and the dissemination of information have massively evolved 

since then. Recognizing and understanding the link between new forms of media and 

democracy is essential for modern citizenship, particularly in light of a president who 

communicates with the public primarily through social media, with 2,608 tweets in his first 

year in office (Hughes, 2018). In the implications and recommendations section of this 

chapter, I will suggest ways that teachers and the social studies curriculum can go further 

to include critical media literacy in their instruction for democratic education.  

LIMITATIONS 

 All research studies, including this one, have limitations. Like many case studies 

and multicase studies, the limitations of this research study may have influenced the extent 

to which the study may yield a better understanding about the phenomena of teacher 

decision making and student civic learning. There were several real limitations which may 

impact the findings of this study. 

 As with any case study, the findings are limited to the cases being studied, so are 

not generalizable to all upper elementary school classes. Rich, thick description of the cases 

under study may provide insight to inform teacher practice or future research in other 

contexts, yet the findings of this study are limited to a very specific context. Stake (1995) 

asserts that “the real business of case study is particularization, not generalization” (p. 8) 

to understand the case within a particular context instead of attempting to generalize the 

findings.   



 193 

School context 

 This research study took place in a suburban school in which the demographic 

makeup of students are of a higher socioeconomic status than one might find, for example, 

in an inner city or rural school with a large population of low-income and minority students. 

Given the influence and significance of institutional context (Grant, 2003; Zeichner & 

Gore, 1990), it is not known what the phenomena under study would look like in such 

settings. 

What research does show is that low-income and minority students often have 

fewer and less meaningful civic learning opportunities and experiences than middle- and 

upper-class White students (Kahne & Middaugh, 2008; Levinson, 2010; Levinson & 

Levine, 2013; Swalwell, 2015). The Campaign for the Civic Mission of Schools (2011) 

found that “schools exacerbate the civic learning opportunity gap by providing poor and 

nonwhite students fewer and less high-quality civic learning opportunities than they 

provide to middle class and wealthy White students” (p. 19). Based on this evidence, it is 

possible that the students in this study had greater opportunities for civic learning than may 

be found in less affluent or nonwhite schools. However, it is important to note that most of 

the existing research into civic opportunity gaps is primarily situated within high schools, 

so little is known about how this applies at the elementary level. 

 A significant part of this gap, and the marginalization of social studies education in 

general, can be attributed to high-stakes testing and accountability measures at both the 

elementary and secondary levels. Research shows that teachers in low socioeconomic 

schools tend to spend less time teaching social studies in favor of tested subjects, such as 
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language arts and math (Au, 2007, 2009; Fitchett et al., 2014a, 2014b; Kahne & Middaugh, 

2008; Pace, 2008; Wills, 2007; Wills & Sandholtz, 2009). Additionally, Au (2007, 2009) 

finds that high-stakes testing often leads to lower quality instruction in social studies and 

other subjects by encouraging teachers to narrow their curricular content to tested subjects; 

teach content in isolated fragments within the context of the tests; and employ a teacher-

centered pedagogy in order to cover test content and procedures. Meanwhile, teachers in 

more affluent schools may provide higher-quality social studies instruction because they 

believe their students will inevitably score higher on tested subjects (Pace, 2011). This may 

help explain why Ms. Kirby in particular, as the Talented and Gifted (TAG) teacher, felt 

comfortable dedicating instructional time to untested content. 

 A second important contextual factor of this research study is that it took place in 

an International Baccalaureate Primary Years Programme (IB PYP) school. As stated in 

Chapter 4 of this study, there is a relatively small number of IB PYP elementary schools 

nationally and within the state of Texas. In this particular setting, Vista Verde Elementary 

School teachers are not required to follow the Morningside School District aligned 

curriculum that all other non-IB PYP schools in the district must follow.  Instead, teachers 

divide the curriculum into a framework consisting of six transdisciplinary themes, also 

known as “units of inquiry”, which are generated by the International Baccalaureate 

organization. While all six units are taught every year, Vista Verde Elementary principal 

Rogelio Garza allows the teachers at each grade level to determine the sequence in a way 

that “makes sense to our kids” (Interview, September 28, 2016). Therefore, the teachers at 

Vista Verde are able to structure and plan for the curriculum by using the IB PYP as a 
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vehicle to do so. As Chapter 4 of this study stated, this particular context may have afforded 

greater opportunities for civic education than would be found at a non-PYP school, yet it 

also undoubtedly limited the generalizability of the findings. 

Recruitment 

 A second limitation of this study is that it includes only two teacher participants. 

While this allowed me to study both teachers and their classrooms in-depth, such a small 

sample further limited the applicability of the findings of this study. Firstly, although I 

attempted to recruit from several public schools, Vista Verde Elementary was the only 

school where teachers showed any interest. Secondly, although five teachers at Vista Verde 

initially agreed to participate in this study, three of them were ultimately unable to 

participate. The first teacher, recruited in the spring of 2016, was promoted to an assistant 

principal at another school for the 2017-2018 school year. A second teacher, recruited in 

the fall of 2016, declined to participate after initial interviews, stating that she did not 

believe she had the time because it was her first year of teaching and she was working on 

her in-state certification. A third teacher had health issues and took several extended leaves 

of absence during the fall 2016 semester. Because of this, I believed it was not possible to 

gather the amount of qualitative data required for thick and descriptive case study research. 

Logistics of research in schools 

  Conducting my research in a school setting presented several contextual 

challenges. Because the purpose of this study was to examine teachers and students within 

the context of the 2016 presidential election, the vast majority of data had to be collected 

during the fall semester of 2016. However, both Ms. Wilson and Ms. Kirby did not give 
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me permission to observe until mid-September, after they had established their classroom 

climates. This only gave me two months to observe before the general election on 

November 8, 2016, although I continued to gather data through Donald Trump’s 

inauguration in January 2017. 

 As in any elementary classroom, there were many unplanned moments. A number 

of them were relevant to the scope of my inquiry, yet they occurred when I was not present. 

Instead, I heard about them second-hand from the teachers. For instance, students in Ms. 

Wilson’s class had a discussion about Donald Trump at a time when I was not observing. 

Although Ms. Wilson described it to me later (Interview, February 1, 2017), I had to rely 

on her own interpretation of the event rather than my own. Related to this, the teachers had 

very few formal lessons related to the election. While I was able to gather some rich data 

from class discussion after students watched CNN Student News, the teachers were 

inconsistent about setting aside time for those discussions. I conducted multiple 

observations when students watched the news, but the teachers did not discuss the news 

afterwards. 

Nature of the campaign 

 A fourth limitation of this study relates to the contentious and polarizing nature of 

the presidential campaign and its impact on educators. As previously discussed, Ms. Kirby 

expressed fear about delving deeply into the campaign because of her fear of antagonizing 

parents or administrators, or causing friction among her students. Furthermore, the 

campaign brought up issues of age-appropriateness, especially because the students were 

so young. The Access Hollywood video of Donald Trump, which was a major issue in the 
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news after its release in October 2016, is one extreme example of this. Both teachers 

believed it was not appropriate to discuss this with their elementary students. In addition, 

Ms. Wilson refused to discuss the campaign or candidates at all after the video was 

released, due in large part to her own personal experiences with assault. While her decision 

afforded important insight into how a teacher’s outside-of-school experiences can affect 

their in-school actions, it greatly limited the data related to my inquiry that I could gather 

from class observations. 

Researcher’s positionality 

 As discussed in Chapter 3 of this study, my own positionality may have impacted 

my findings. According to Stake (2006), “It is an ethical responsibility for us as case 

researchers to identify affiliations and ideological commitments that might influence our 

interpretations” (p. 87). I took a multitude of measures (discussed in Chapter 3) to maintain 

my level as a researcher, as well as neutrality and openness to listening to others. However, 

I can not deny that my own identity as a liberal Democrat, and my feelings about Donald 

Trump, likely influenced some of the questions I asked or the interpretations I gave. 

IMPLICATIONS AND RECOMMENDATIONS 

Despite these limitations, the findings from this study suggest several implications 

and recommendations for the social studies curriculum as well as the preparation and 

support of teachers and preservice teachers. In terms of the social studies curriculum, three 

implications/recommendations arise. First, notions of civic education and citizenship in the 

official curriculum must be reconceptualized to support civic learning that is deliberative, 

participatory, and pluralist (e.g. Parker, 2003), including teaching activism and inquiry into 
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current events and issues. Second, an election pedagogy must be added to the social studies 

curriculum. Third, in recognition of media’s civic functions, critical media literacy 

education needs to be specifically included in the social studies curriculum as an essential 

skill for citizenship. In relation to teacher education, this study recommends ways that 

elementary teachers must be prepared and empowered to teach about current events, 

politics, and critical media literacy in their classrooms. 

Social Studies Curriculum 

Inquiry and agency in civic education   

The fifth grade Texas state curriculum standards for social studies, known as the 

TEKS, largely define and support a form of civic education that focuses on civic 

knowledge, such as describing the Bill of Rights and identifying past and present leaders 

of the federal government. Other citizenship TEKS promote an apolitical form of 

patriotism by, among other things, asking students to recite the Pledge of Allegiance, sing 

“The Star Spangled Banner”, and explain patriotic symbols such as Uncle Sam. The data 

analysis presented in the themes and findings of this study demonstrates that the teachers 

often favored notions of citizenship in line with these state standards. While they did teach 

some civic skills, these skills tended to be largely apolitical (speaking respectfully to others, 

performing classroom duties, etc.). Furthermore, while the fifth grade Exhibition at Vista 

Verde Elementary School required students to include a call to action for their topic, this 

was site-specific because of the Primary Years Programme, placing it in the small minority 

of Texas public elementary schools. 
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 Inquiry into politics and current events need to be given a central role in the social 

studies curriculum. They can and should involve controversial issues, which may lead to 

conflicts among students. However, Barton and Levstik (2004) remind us that conflict is 

an inevitable and natural aspect of any society where people hold a plurality of 

perspectives, but rather than viewing democracy as “an arena in which competing 

perspectives battle it out until one reigns supreme”, it should be viewed as a means to 

“jointly create a vision of the common good from our diverse starting points” (p. 34) 

through thoughtful and structured discussion and deliberation. 

 Students need to be given the space to discuss and deliberate open policy questions 

about issues that are relevant to their lives. McAvoy and Hess (2013) define an open policy 

question as a “question about a policy for which there are multiple and competing views” 

(p. 38) that requires students to consider how we, as a society, can best live together. As 

previously stated, even very young students can be directly or indirectly impacted by social, 

political and cultural issues (such as immigration and social welfare programs) which can 

be discussed through the use of open policy questions. Conveniently, there are two fifth 

grade TEKS that teachers can use to justify inquiry and discussion of current events and 

policies: 

 (26) Social studies skills. The student uses problem-solving and decision-making 

skills, working independently and with others, in a variety of settings. The student is 

expected to: 

(A)  use a problem-solving process to identify a problem, gather 

information, list and consider options, consider advantages and disadvantages, 
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choose and implement a solution, and evaluate the effectiveness of the solution; 

and 

(B)  use a decision-making process to identify a situation that requires a 

decision, gather information, identify options, predict consequences, and take 

action to implement a decision (Texas Education Agency, 2010). 

This demonstrates that there is a place for discussion and deliberation of open policy 

questions within the fifth grade social studies curriculum. Teachers should be prepared and 

encouraged to use this TEK to teach the democratic skills and dispositions for civic 

engagement and agency. Opportunities for teaching young people civic agency from an 

early age can be found at any elementary school. Payne (2015) suggests that teachers of 

young children break down the skills and dispositions for civic agency that are actualized 

when students learn to work together to identify problems, consider multiple perspectives, 

and take action. This can begin at a micro level, as seen in Ms. Kirby’s class when students 

deliberated about and then revised a classroom rule about lunch count. Such situations can 

be a “warm up” to confronting larger problems in students’ communities or society in 

general.  

As they currently are written, only one fifth grade citizenship TEK specifically 

touches on civic activism, but is oriented towards what Westheimer and Kahne (2004) term 

the personally responsible citizen: 

(18) Citizenship. The student understands the importance of individual 

participation in the democratic process at the local, state, and national levels. The student 

is expected to: 
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(A)  explain the duty individuals have to participate in civic affairs at the 

local, state, and national levels; and 

(B)  explain how to contact elected and appointed leaders in local, state, and 

national governments (Texas Education Agency, 2010). 

Notwithstanding the fact that the TEK doesn’t actually include action, but just asks the 

student to “explain,” it is specifically written for the individual. Any sort of collective civic 

action, including participatory citizenship (Westheimer & Kahne, 2004), is not included 

in the citizenship TEKS. The only avenue for activism students learn is by contacting 

leaders. 

 As such, the fifth grade TEKS, with the exception of the above, are written in a way 

that ill-prepare students for meaningful civic participation and agency. As the country 

currently stands, there is no more important time for students to learn how to develop civic 

agency and, as Barton and Levstik (2004) state, “jointly create a vision of the common 

good from our diverse starting points” (p. 34). Across the country, youth are working 

together to effect change across a myriad of policy issues. High school marching band 

members in Iowa; football players in Michigan, Texas, California and Georgia; and 

cheerleaders in Texas, California, New York, Pennsylvania and Alaska walked off the field 

during the “Star Spangled Banner” in solidarity with Colin Kaepernick. With the help of 

an environmental organization, 21 children and young adults filed a lawsuit to challenge 

the federal government’s policies on climate change. Teenagers from four California high 

schools worked together to draft a “sanctuary school” policy for their school district. 

Following a student rally, the school board approved the policy (Barrett, 2017). Most 
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recently, elementary and secondary students across the country organized a March for Our 

Lives to protest gun violence in wake of the Parkland, Florida school shooting that killed 

17 students. Hundreds of thousands of students and allies participated. 

These examples demonstrate that young people have the ability to create and 

participate in civic actions. I argue that these civic skills must be explicitly taught from an 

early age. The elementary social studies curriculum must be revised and interpreted so that 

students have the opportunity to bring their own experiences into the classroom while also 

learning how they can enact civic agency themselves. Currently, there are few pedagogical 

models for elementary teachers to discuss controversial issues or teach civic activism, 

which will be discussed when considering this study’s implications for teacher education. 

Election pedagogy 

Elections are also largely absent from the Texas State elementary social studies 

curriculum, with only three brief mentions across all six grades. The second grade TEKS 

ask students to identify ways that public officials are selected, including through elections 

[2.12(C)]. The fourth grade TEKS make mention of the duties of individuals in elections 

such as being informed and voting [4.17(C)]. In the fifth grade, elections are mentioned 

within a historical context as students are asked to “analyze various issues and events of 

the 21st century such as… the 2008 presidential election” [5.5(B)] (Texas Education 

Agency, 2010). The lack of election-related TEKS is surprising, given that elementary 

students will experience at least one presidential election (not to mention multiple midterm 

and local elections) during their tenure. 
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Elections and voting have very few mentions in the TEKS until the one semester 

course in United States Government, which students typically take during their final year 

of high school. The TEKS for this course cover voting, the electoral process, analysis of 

the electoral college and political parties, and other information related to voting and 

elections that is important civic knowledge for students to understand. Instead of waiting 

until students’ final year of school, when they are eligible (or nearly eligible) to vote, some 

of this information should be scaffolded earlier to help build up towards this knowledge 

and skills. Perhaps the most important knowledge for young students to have is about the 

electoral college. When elementary students do a school- or classroom-wide mock election 

(one of the most common ways that elections are taught in elementary schools), candidates 

“win” based on how many people voted for them, i.e. a popular vote. However, a president 

is elected based on the results of an electoral college, and election media (such as news 

reports and articles) report an election’s results based on state-by-state electoral votes. This 

is important information for young people to have in order to understand how presidential 

elections occur in this country, and can be complicated further as students get older (for 

instance, including information about delegates and Superdelegates).  

 It would be a grave mistake to emphasize voting over the many other ways that 

citizens can civically engage and effect change. However, ignoring elections and voting 

altogether is also a mistake. First, as a result of the 2016 presidential election, voting has a 

rapidly increasing amount of potential to bring about political change. At this moment in 

time, some districts that have been traditionally Republican are turning Democrat. For 

instance, in December 2017, Democrat Doug Jones beat Republican Roy Moore by 
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approximately 20,000 votes (out of 1.3 million total) to fill a seat on the United States 

Senate in Alabama, a state where Donald Trump beat Hillary Clinton by almost 30 points 

in 2016 (Bloch, Cohn, Katz & Lee, 2017). In an even closer race, Democrat Conor Lamb 

beat Republican Rick Saccone by approximately 600 votes (out of more than 225,000) in 

a Congressional District that Trump had won by 20 percentage points in the previous year 

(Bradner & Raju, 2018).  

Understanding the importance of voting is only one reason why students should 

learn about elections. Students also need to understand the electoral process if they are to 

correct its inherent problems. According to Carr and Porfilio (2011), “studying elections 

from diverse and critical vantage points, problematizing and critiquing them, and exposing 

inequities, bias, omission and propaganda, among other things, can lead to a more 

responsive and democratic experience for school-teachers and their students” (p. 206). 

Perhaps the largest problem with elections in the United States is gerrymandering, which 

occurs when voting districts are drawn in such a way as to benefit one political party over 

another. There are a number of lawsuits that allege that gerrymandering essentially 

disenfranchises large numbers of racial minorities and Democrats while disproportionately 

assigning power and influence to White Republicans (Donnelly, 2017). Young people need 

to understand and problematize this process if they are to receive equal representation and 

influence policy in the future. 

Media literacy and civic education 

 In recognition of media’s civic functions, the third implication of this study is that 

critical media literacy education needs to be specifically included in the social studies 
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curriculum as an essential component of civic education. Media literacy education in 

general is largely absent, or only superficially represented, in K-12 civic education 

standards and curricula (Stoddard, 2014). Currently, the fifth grade social studies TEKS do 

not address media literacy at all, although one ELAR (English language arts and reading) 

TEK asks students to consider media constructions and identify points of view in media 

presentations.  

Educators and policymakers are increasingly calling for young people to be taught 

media literacy in recognition of its civic value. Democratic and Republican politicians 

across the country have drafted legislation to include media literacy in the curriculum 

(Foley, 2017). In light of the role media has played in the 2016 presidential campaign (and 

its aftermath), educators and policymakers are becoming increasingly aware that critical 

media literacy is an essential civic skill for students. Uncritical consumers of media are 

susceptible to “fake news” and political propaganda. Political partisanship, which is at an 

all-time high, means that people can easily choose the source and partisan alignment of 

their political information, allowing them to exist within echo chambers by gathering 

political information from those sources that confirm their beliefs. Disinformation about 

civic issues is easily disseminated through social media and ideologically biased news sites. 

Luckily, the inclusion of critical media literacy education within the social studies 

curriculum can help address these problems. 

First, educators need to refrain from categorizing all misinformation under the 

overly simplified blanket term of “fake news.” More specific definitions and concepts such 

as propaganda, disinformation, error, clickbait, pseudoscience, sponsored content, and 
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partisanship (Hobbs, 2017) should be incorporated into the curriculum. Rather than 

completely disregarding a news story as false, these terms will help students gain a better, 

more critical understanding of what they are reading. The origin and purpose of news 

stories, even (or especially) when they contain untrue or misleading information, can be 

important knowledge for informed citizenship.  

Second, media literacy education must recognize social media’s ubiquity and 

influence on their students’ lives. Social media’s role in young people’s civic lives needs 

to be taken seriously, not disregarded as merely a part of pop culture. Using an “abstinence 

only” approach in schools is unrealistic and unhelpful. However, social media’s civic 

functions also need to be problematized. Young people get much of their political 

information through social media (Kahne & Bowyer, 2017; Marchi, 2017; Powers et al., 

2016) which often lacks source information or context (Metzger, 2007). Furthermore, 

social media is especially susceptible to creating “filter bubbles” which personally tailor 

information for the user based on information about the user, such as their previous search 

histories and views; Google does something similar with search results based on a user’s 

“cookies” (Pariser, 2011; Spohr, 2017). Concerningly, many students lack the ability to 

evaluate the credibility of online sources, including those from social networking websites 

such as Twitter and Facebook (Stanford History Education Group, 2016). Because different 

social media platforms evolve and change so rapidly, attention needs to be paid to the 

principles of social media. For instance, it is unknown (but unlikely) that the students in 

Ms. Wilson’s and Ms. Kirby’s classes will still be using Twitter when they are old enough 

to vote. However, Kahne and Bowyer (2017) found that when young people have at least 
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some exposure to media literacy and civic education, they are better able to analyze news 

for accuracy and bias.  

The social studies curriculum needs to explicitly address how students can apply 

critical analysis to information shared via social media as well as through more traditional 

forms of digital and print media. Perhaps the most important media literacy skill for 

students to learn is how to read laterally; that is, researching claims made on social media 

(or other online sources) by looking to other sources of information about the topic. When 

students read vertically, they attempt to analyze the reliability of the original website 

without looking at other sources. This is problematic because students can be misled by 

false indicators, such as if the website URL ends in .org and/or has a professional looking 

layout (Stanford History Education Group, 2016). Reading laterally gives context and 

perspective to the source. For instance, the website InfoWars has a professional looking 

design, a professionally produced YouTube channel, and a Twitter account with over 

400,000 followers. At first glance, information from there may appear legitimate. 

However, reading laterally would reveal that its creator, Alex Jones, is a conspiracy theorist 

whose claims are often rooted in false information and frequently debunked by more 

reputable news sources. 

 The ability to critically analyze social media messages is an essential civic skill for 

modern citizenship. However, there are also numerous ways that social media can be used 

as a tool for civic engagement. A critical examination of these affordances should be 

considered in the social studies curriculum. Social media provides numerous ways that 

young people can discuss and mobilize around social justice issues, such as how students 
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of all ages organized the March for Our Lives to protest gun violence in schools. Social 

media also provides an accessible platform for citizens to communicate with their 

representatives; conversely, representatives can use social media to communicate with the 

public (Donald Trump, Hillary Clinton, and Bernie Sanders in particular made use of social 

media during the campaign). Students should learn how to create media of their own as a 

tool for empowerment, which they can disseminate through social media. For instance, 

students can use media production to create counternarratives around race to challenge the 

mainstream media’s representations (Garcia, Mirra, Morrell, Martinez & Scorza, 2015; 

Morrell, Duenas, Garcia & Lopez, 2013), inform others about their experiences with 

discrimination (Dahya & Jenson, 2015), address community issues (Blevins & LeCompte, 

2015), and more. Social studies teachers can also include less time-consuming media 

production activities such as remixing or creating memes into their daily instruction. The 

increasing ubiquity of mobile devices among young people and WiFi in schools provide 

virtually all the tools students need to create and share digital media of their own. 

If the purpose of schooling is to prepare students for citizenship, the current social 

studies curriculum is insufficient. More now than ever, students need to learn inquiry and 

agency, particularly in terms of current events and political issues; in addition, elections 

should be included in the curriculum. The inclusion of critical media literacy education is 

long overdue as well. In the following section, I explore and offer ways to prepare and 

empower teachers for this curriculum. 
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Educating and Empowering Teachers 

In addition to changes to the social studies curriculum, teacher preparation and 

professional development must change in a way that both prepares and empowers teachers. 

In this current era of standardization and accountability in schools, educational 

policymakers have sought to deprofessionalize teaching by mandating “one size fits all” 

curriculum and tying teachers’ success to student test scores for assessments that mainly 

rely on rote memorization, rather than critical thinking skills (Boyle-Baise et al., 2008; 

Fitchett et al., 2014a, 2014b). Even in a school like Vista Verde, where the principal 

appeared to grant teachers greater control over the curriculum and it was assumed that 

students would continue to perform well on standardized tests, teachers like Ms. Kirby and 

Ms. Wilson feel the stress of fitting in the required curriculum, and devoted significant 

time in the spring semester to test preparation. While standardized testing and 

accountability is an unavoidable part of public school culture, this chapter has suggested 

several ways that teachers can include inquiry into current events and politics, and critical 

media literacy, through the official curriculum.  

Many teachers are hesitant to even discuss current political events and issues with 

their students, particularly when the topics are considered to be controversial. Ms. Kirby’s 

fear of angering parents or administrators, even though she had never actually experienced 

it, is a common concern among many teachers. Teachers may also be afraid of upsetting or 

angering students who have a personal connection to the topic. Administrators need to 

support and encourage teachers to include these discussions in their curriculum. In 

addition, teacher education programs and professional development courses need to 



 210 

explicitly address ways that teachers can incorporate “courageous conversations” about 

politics, race, gender and other topics (Huynh, 2013) in a way that supports student inquiry 

and active engagement with the world outside of the classroom while also being sensitive 

to students’ circumstances. 

Another reason why teachers may not include political topics in their instruction is 

because they are ill-informed and ill-prepared to teach about it. Studies show that 

preservice elementary teachers may lack basic civic pedagogical content knowledge (Ross 

& Yeager, 1999; Silva & Mason, 2003). Even preservice secondary social studies teachers 

receive little guidance on incorporating politics or current events into their instruction 

(Journell, 2010, 2011a, 2013, 2017). These topics must be included in teacher education 

programs. Teachers may also be disinclined to include media literacy education in their 

curriculum because they do not know how to teach it. Because media literacy is almost 

completely absent from the elementary curriculum, teachers have to find and implement 

media literacy activities themselves.  While there a simple Google search brings up 

hundreds of sites where teachers can find media literacy curricula, this can be 

overwhelming to those teachers who already feel unprepared to teach media literacy. 

Furthermore, the vast majority of media literacy education curriculum is geared towards 

secondary students. Trained curriculum specialists in school districts need to provide 

teachers at all grade levels with high quality media literacy curriculum, and teacher 

education programs and professional development need to explicitly address media literacy 

pedagogy. Teacher education may also give confidence to teachers who believe that their 

students are “digital natives” who know far more about media than they do.  
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The National Council for the Social Studies (2009b) states that, “the purpose of 

elementary school social studies is to enable students to understand, participate in, and 

make informed decisions about their world.” The implications of this study offer several 

recommendations for ways that the social studies curriculum and teachers can navigate and 

appropriate the complex challenges of today’s sociopolitical environment with a powerful 

and democratic pedagogy. Anything less will fail students in achieving that purpose.  

FUTURE RESEARCH 

The results of this study suggest several important avenues for future research. 

Firstly, how can research keep up with ongoing and major sociopolitical changes in society 

and their ineludible effects in our classrooms? Political polarization in the United States is 

continuing to increase (Pew Research Center, 2017b), and as of this writing, America’s 

political future is far from certain. Donald Trump’s win was a surprise to many people, and 

the upcoming midterm elections, the Mueller probe, and Trump’s fluctuating approval 

levels (to name just a few currently relevant factors) create much uncertainty about the 

future. According to Cornbleth (2008), “what happens in the community-society-world 

does influence what happens in school classrooms, shaping what students do or do not have 

opportunities to learn and how and how well they are enabled to learn” (p. 2149). 

Therefore, ongoing research into these influences is essential.  

Future research must necessarily encompass elementary education as well. As this 

study shows, Ms. Wilson and Ms. Kirby both limited their classroom instruction and 

practices in addressing these controversial current events. The Campaign for the Civic 

Mission of School’s report Guardian of democracy: The civic mission of schools (2011) 
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states that “teaching young people how to engage in discussions of controversial political 

issues and important current events is a critically important component of civic learning—

and one that is needed now more than ever” (p. 29). We know that elementary students 

generally have the ability to have these discussions (Bolgatz, 2005; VanSledright, 2002); 

it is all about structures and opportunities to do so. Hess and McAvoy (2015) give examples 

of how to incorporate discussion of controversial current events into high school 

classrooms. Future research should seek out the elementary teachers who are doing so in 

order to discover what works with younger students. And when we know what is working, 

how do we prepare best elementary preservice teachers to address these difficult topics in 

their own classrooms? While this chapter offered some recommendations, this is an 

ongoing question worthy of additional research. 

In addition to conducting research in elementary classrooms, future research should 

consider what other contexts in different geographic spaces would afford. Vista Verde 

Elementary School is a relatively affluent suburban school. How can teachers in mixed-

status classrooms have these important conversations?  How can the teachers of low-

income, immigrant, Muslim, LGBTQ+, or other students who face discrimination disrupt 

a neutral stance to breach “norms of silence [and] interrupt norms that contribute to 

maintaining status quo exclusions” (Dabach, 2015, p. 383) and be allies to their students? 

As researchers, we should be in schools alongside these teachers as they deal with these 

issues in order to help them think about how to best do so. 

Finally, research needs to seek out elementary teachers who are successfully 

including critical media literacy in their curriculum, particularly through the use of social 
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media and student media production. The recommendations offered in this study are merely 

the tip of the iceberg. Modern technology and the Internet provide a nearly infinite number 

of ways for students to engage civically. Ongoing research is necessary to discover how 

teachers can successfully expand civic education to include critical media literacy, and how 

we can best prepare preservice teachers to do so. 
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Appendix A: Grant’s Model of Influences on Teacher Decision Making 
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Appendix B: Interview Protocols 

TEACHER INTERVIEW PROTOCOL 

1. Biographical 

a. What is your degree? 

b. How long have you been a classroom teacher? Which grades?  

c. Do you have any other professional experience outside of teaching? How has 

this impacted your teaching? 

d. How would you describe your political affiliation, if any? 

e. Do you engage politically? 

2. Research site 

a. How would you describe the overall school environment at Vista Verde? 

b. How would you describe your relationship with the administrators (principal 

and PYP coordinator)? 

c. How would you describe the demographics of your classroom? 

d. How would you describe your relationship with your students’ parents? 

e. How would you describe your relationship with your team? 

3. International Baccalaureate Primary Years Programme (IB PYP) 

a. Did you have any experience with the IB PYP before coming to Vista Verde? 

b. What is your opinion of the PYP? 

c. What affordances does the PYP offer? 

d. Does the PYP create any limitations or challenges? 

e. Does standardized testing impact the PYP curriculum? 
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f. What is your impression of the 5th grade culminating project [Exhibition]? 

g. How does the PYP impact your teaching in general? 

4. Social studies: Curriculum 

a. How does your team plan social studies? 

b. How much of an impact do the [state learning standards] have on teaching 

social studies? 

c. How does the PYP curriculum impact how you teach social studies? 

d. Which units of inquiry best lend themselves to social studies? 

e. How much of an impact does the [Morningside School District aligned 

curriculum] have on teaching social studies? 

f. What textbook/s do you use in teaching social studies? What is your opinion 

of the textbook/s? How do you use them? 

g. Do you use digital resources to teach social studies? Which ones? How do you 

use them? How do you select them (what makes a good resource)? 

5. Social studies: Instruction 

a. What do you think is the purpose of social studies? What are your goals for 

your students? 

b. How would you describe your approach to social studies? 

c. What makes a social studies lesson successful, and how do you know? 

d. Do you ever deviate from the 5th grade team’s social studies lesson plans? If 

so, how and why? 
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e. What do you think are the most important civic abilities and dispositions for 

people today? How do you foster this in your students? 

f. Have your beliefs regarding civic education been impacted by the upcoming 

election? 

6. Presidential election 

a. Do you believe that your political affiliations impact your teaching? 

b. Have your students discussed the upcoming presidential election?  

c. Have you addressed the election in your classroom? 

d. How are you planning to address/teach about the election in your classroom 

this fall?  

e. Are there specific election-related issues you will address with students? How 

do you decide which issues to address? Are there any that you avoid, and 

why? 

f. Do you have any concerns regarding parents or administrators when 

discussing the election? 

g. What is your impression of the election thus far?  

7. Media 

a. Are you following the election? What media do you use?  

b. What is your impression of media coverage of the election? 

c. What media do you currently use in your classroom?  

d. How do you think media impacts the way students think about and discuss 

current events and the election? 
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e. What media do (and will) you use regarding the election? 

PRINCIPAL INTERVIEW PROTOCOL 

1. Professional background 

a. How long were you a classroom teacher? Which grades? 

b. How long have you been an administrator? At Vista Verde? 

c. Did you have any experience with the IB PYP (teacher or administrator) 

before coming to Vista Verde? 

2. Research site 

a. How would you describe the overall school environment at Vista Verde? 

b. How would you describe your relationship with your teachers? 

3. International Baccalaureate Primary Years Programme (IB PYP) 

a. What is your opinion of the PYP? 

b. In your experience, what are the main differences you note between Vista 

Verde and non-PYP schools? 

c. How does the PYP curriculum compare to the curriculum at other schools? 

d. What affordances does the PYP offer teachers and students? 

e. Does the PYP create any limitations or challenges for teachers? 

f. What feedback or impressions have you received from teachers about the 

PYP? 

i. From students? 

ii. From parents? 
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g. How does the PYP impact the overall school environment at Vista Verde? 

i. How does it impact students? 

ii. How does it impact teachers? 

h. Does standardized testing impact the PYP curriculum? 

i. What is your impression of the 5th grade culminating project? 

j. Is there anything else you would like to share about Vista Verde? 
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