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Issues and Trends in Social Studies

Preparing Twenty-First

Century Citizens
B Y  D R .  C A R O L E  L .  H A H N ,  E M O R Y  U N I V E R S I T Y

Elementary teachers daily face the challenge of preparing 

young people to be well-informed, concerned, and 

effective citizens in an increasingly interdependent global 

society. No task could be more important. 

Since the time of Thomas Jefferson, Americans have 

understood that the future of democracy depends on 

an enlightened citizenry. For that reason, citizenship 

education has always been a central mission of public 

schools in the United States. Of course, schools are 

not the only agents of society that influence how youth 

become citizens. Rather, children construct meanings of 

civic concepts and develop skills and attitudes related to 

citizenship within a complex web of relationships. Young 

people develop ideas about democracy, government, 

and the rights and responsibilities of citizens by 

processing information from many sources. Their ideas 

are shaped by experiences with families, peers, the 

media, and the wider society, as well as school. School, 

teachers, and social studies lessons, however, can 

play a crucial role. They can help to ensure that the 

civic knowledge, skills, and attitudes children acquire 

contribute to the development of knowledgeable, caring, 

and engaged citizens. 

In this monograph, I discuss four components of 

teaching to achieve the goals of citizenship. (1) Helping 

students acquire powerful knowledge; (2) Fostering 

simultaneous identification with multicultural local, 

national, and global communities; (3) Providing 

opportunities for students to explore public issues and 

engage in decision making; and (4) Enabling students to 

experience civic action.

Stimulate Knowledge

We want students to know concepts like “democracy,” 

“government,” “rights” and “responsibilities of citizens.” 

We want them to learn about the political history of 

their country. We want young people to become well 

informed about issues that citizens face today and that 
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students are likely to encounter as adults. Because we 

want students to be knowledgeable citizens, we must 

spend time teaching them powerful ideas in social 

studies lessons and reinforce those ideas through a 

variety of experiences. We must not let preparation for 

high-stakes tests in reading and mathematics or other 

factors squeeze social studies out of the child’s day. 

Exposure alone, however, is not sufficient. We must 

keep in mind that what is “taught” is not necessarily 

what is “caught.” 

We must continually remind ourselves that children 

are not empty vessels to be filled with knowledge. 

Rather, they come to school with already formed ideas 

that are relevant to citizenship. Even young children 

have concepts of government, authority, and justice. 

Sometimes these are vague concepts that can be built 

on; sometimes they are misconceptions that need to be 

cleared up (Torney-Purta, Hahn, and Amadeo, 2000). For 

example, children are often familiar with the president 

they see on television. They may view him like a benign 

father who takes care of people. They might think that 

only men are allowed to be the president. During election 

periods many children know who the candidates are as 

they see them arguing different views on television. Often 

children view the conflict like a fight and think it is a bad 

thing that people disagree. Teachers should be alert to 

these misconceptions. 

It is also important that teachers find out what children 

in their classes already know or believe so that they can 

connect new information to those existing ideas. Informal 

conversations with students about social studies topics, 

current events, and stories in language arts lessons 

can yield insights about students’ prior beliefs and 

experiences that are relevant to becoming citizens. It is 

easy to overlook the fact that children are aware of many 

social issues that face citizens at the local, national, 

and global levels. Often children have experienced 

or observed poverty, homelessness, racism, and 

environmental degradation in their local communities. 

They hear family members talking about crime, and 

they observe wars and famine on television (Skeel, 

1996). Teachers need to encourage discussion of such 

issues so that they can identify opportunities to expand 

students’ knowledge, correct misunderstandings, and 

connect new information to existing beliefs. 

Knowledge becomes meaningful when it is used. 

It is difficult to retain when it is learned as isolated 

information. Too often students have been asked to 

memorize definitions of such terms as legislature or 

facts from political history, such as the names of the 

first five presidents. Not surprisingly, such information 

is quickly forgotten. However, when students are given 

opportunities to use information in ways that citizens 

might, it may become more meaningful to them. For 

example, writing letters to editors of fictional newspapers 

about historic issues that faced citizens or simulating a 

debate in a state legislature at some past time may help 

students to retain information as well as develop skills of 

perspective taking, critical thinking, and problem solving. 

One project that has been effective in enhancing 

students’ knowledge about elections—particularly 

among children from low-income families—is Kids 

Voting. Students apply the knowledge and skills they 

are being taught by analyzing issues in an election. 

They gather information from the news, discuss issues 

Knowledge becomes meaningful when it 

is used. It is difficult to retain when it is 

learned as isolated information.

We must not let preparation for

high-stakes tests in reading and 

mathematics or other factors squeeze 

social studies out of the child’s day. 
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in class and with their parents, and engage in a mock 

election that corresponds with a real one (Torney-Purta, 

et al, 2000). Activities described in the remainder of this 

article foster civic identities, provide opportunities for 

discussion, and encourage civic action so that students 

can use knowledge in real-life situations.

Foster Civic Identities 

Flag salutes, patriotic songs, holiday celebrations, and 

stories about national heroes have long been a part of 

American elementary schools. Today we understand that 

the development of civic identity is more complex and 

subtle than that. First, we recognize that while instilling 

shared national values in students, we also want young 

people to become critical thinkers who are committed 

to working for the improvement of society. Second, we 

recognize that students are simultaneously becoming 

citizens of many communities. 

Students need to develop a commitment to the ideals 

contained in the Declaration of Independence and 

the Constitution and Bill of Rights, ideals reiterated in 

the suffragists’ Seneca Falls Declaration and Martin 

Luther King, Jr.’s letter from a Birmingham jail. At the 

same time young people need to realize that the nation 

has not always lived up to its ideals and that it is the 

responsibility of each generation to work to improve 

society for the next generation.

In recent studies of elementary and middle school 

students, researchers have found that students 

associate being American with freedom, equality, and 

justice. At the same time, young people are aware that 

the nation has not always demonstrated those ideals, 

citing instances of oppression and discrimination in the 

nation’s history (Barton and Levstik, 1998; Hahn, 1999). 

The children who were interviewed seemed to have a 

general belief that “things have gotten better” with time. 

Interestingly, as the students described a common 

narrative of the nation’s history, they used words like 

“we” and “our.” This was found with students whose 

families were new to the country, as well as with those 

whose ancestors may have been the oppressed or the 

oppressor (Barton and Levstik, 1998; Hahn, 1999). While 

it is clear that many students develop a sense of national 

identity and citizenship, it is less evident that they see 

themselves playing a role as citizens in the nation’s 

continuing story. Indeed, other researchers have found 

that students have trouble picturing themselves as active 

citizens (Conover and Searing, 2000). 

How does national identity emerge in respect to 

other identities? In the old “expanding environments” 

view of social studies, it was thought that students 

first became aware of their local, then national, and 

finally, international communities. Very little, if anything, 

was said about their growing identity with an ethnic 

community. We now realize that a child simultaneously 

comes to identify with his or her ethnic community, a 

national community, and the global human community.

Other monographs in this series discuss how teachers 

can help students to appreciate their own and others’ 

cultural backgrounds through social studies and 

literature. It is only by teaching social studies and 

language arts with a multicultural and global perspective 

that citizens will be prepared to be effective in our 

culturally pluralistic democracy in an interdependent 

world. They need to see how decisions made in one 

We also want young people to become 

critical thinkers who are committed to 

working for the improvement of society.

We now realize that a child 

simultaneously comes to identify

with his or her ethnic community,

a national community, and the

global human community.
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part of the world affect citizens in other parts of the 

world and how decisions made in one generation have 

consequences in the future. They need to study issues 

that transcend national borders. As we give students 

practice in analyzing issues and ask them to take the 

perspectives of others across time and space, we will 

help them to appreciate their role as global citizens, 

as well as citizens in the national, local, and ethnic 

communities of which they are a part.

Provide Opportunities for Decision Making 

Democracy rests on the idea that citizens should 

participate in making decisions that affect their lives. 

Abraham Lincoln emphasized the point when he spoke 

of a government not only for the people, but more 

importantly, of the people and by the people. Similarly, 

the Universal Declaration of Human Rights asserts that 

all people should have the right to participate in their 

government—either directly or indirectly—by voting and 

being eligible to run for public office. In order to wisely 

and effectively carry out the fundamental decision-

making task of a citizen, students need practice 

making decisions about public—and sometimes 

controversial—issues. 

Citizens-in-the-making need to learn to explore, 

deliberate, and make decisions by doing. Such learning 

can begin when children are very young and can be 

developed through frequent practice. Teachers can 

plan at least two distinct kinds of opportunities for 

such practice. In the first, students are encouraged to 

examine issues faced by others; and in the second, they 

are given opportunities to make decisions that affect 

their lives in school. Both are important if students are

to learn the skills and attitudes needed by citizens of 

a democracy.

Social studies and reading/language arts can be 

approached as constant examples and opportunities 

to develop decision making. Varied models exist to 

teach students decision making through scaffolding 

with a sequence of questions (Engle and Ochoa, 1988; 

Fraenkel, 1980). The questions can be supplemented 

with graphic organizers, such as trees with branches, 

so that students can visualize alternatives and likely 

consequences before they make their decision (LaRaus 

and Remy, 1978). Young children may begin with 

familiar situations and explore two alternatives. Older 

children may investigate issues faced by people in other 

times and places that are similar to ones citizens face 

today; they can explore multiple options with several 

possible consequences. 

When reading stories, the teacher can stop reading at 

critical points and ask: What is the problem or issue 

here? What are the choices (alternatives) possible? 

What do you think might happen if one choice is made? 

What might happen if another choice is made? What do 

you think would be the best decision? Why? In small or 

large group discussions, encourage students to explain 

why they would choose one alternative over another. 

Encourage them to listen to one another with respect 

and to consider the reasons given.

Use a similar line of questioning for moments in history 

and current events. For example, after describing 

a situation in which a Boston woman was deciding 

whether or not to support the tea boycott in 1775, 

ask students to put themselves in the woman’s shoes: 

What is the choice she has to make? What are her 

alternatives? What do you think might have happened 

if she bought the tea? What if everyone had? What do 

you think might have happened if she and others had 

supported the boycott? What would you have done if 

you were the woman? Why?

In order to wisely and effectively carry 

out the fundamental decision-making 

task of a citizen, students need practice 

making decisions about public—and 

sometimes controversial—issues. 
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I believe that if we approach history through the many 

dilemmas that required decision making by average 

citizens, as well as by a few leaders whose names have 

been recorded, we could make history come alive for our 

pupils. In the process, we might increase student interest 

in social studies and teach important skills needed by 

citizens. We could simultaneously demonstrate that 

what happened was not inevitable, but occurred as a 

consequence of people’s decisions. Perhaps students 

would then see how their decisions as citizens might 

affect events in the future. Most importantly, as students’ 

listen to one another’s views, they may come to 

appreciate fundamental values of democracy—freedom 

of expression and the protection of diverse viewpoints. 

The content of issues that students explore should 

not only be historic. Students should also investigate 

and make decisions about issues facing citizens today. 

Current events at the local, national, and international 

level can be turned into decision-making scenarios for 

discussion. Ask students to role-play a group of people 

involved in a contemporary news story, such as a debate 

in a local city council or the United Nations Security 

Council. Again, have students in group discussions 

identify the issue, the possible alternatives, and the likely 

consequences; then have them weigh the evidence 

and reflect on their values as they come to a decision. 

Periodically, in-depth units should be planned around 

contemporary issues. 

Skeel (1996) emphasized that because elementary 

students do have experience with problematic issues 

such as those associated with poverty, racism, and 

environmental quality, they should have opportunities 

to investigate them. In selecting issues for such unit 

study, she suggested that the teacher use the following 

criteria: (1) Is the issue of real significance? (2) Is it likely 

to be or has it been continually recurring? (3) Will the 

students become better-informed, thoughtful citizens 

as a result of the study? (4) Are the children sufficiently 

mature and experienced to understand the study? (5) 

Is it appropriate for the children’s developmental level? 

(Skeel, 1996, p. 231) Once students have studied 

an issue in some depth, which includes gathering 

information from different perspectives and viewpoints, 

the teacher can pose a decision-making scenario. 

I agree with Engle and Ochoa (1988) that a reasonable 

goal would be for students to experience one in-depth 

investigation of an issue each year. For those teachers 

who would like examples of such issues-focused units 

at the elementary level, I recommend descriptions by 

Angell and Avery (1992), Bickmore (1999), Engle and 

Ochoa (1988), Chilcoat and Ligon (2000), the National 

Council for the Social Studies (1994), and Skeel (1996). 

In describing how students in one elementary classroom 

investigated global issues related to conflict, Bickmore 

(1999) demonstrates that elementary students are not 

too young to relate to international conflicts. Indeed, 

they are often aware of them from the television, and 

studying about the issues in school helps children to 

make the conflicts comprehensible. It also helps children 

to see themselves as citizens of an interdependent 

global society. 

I have spent considerable space arguing that as 

preparation for citizenship, students should investigate 

As preparation for citizenship,

students should investigate public 

issues, discuss alternative policies, make 

decisions, and express their views.

The content of issues that

students explore should not only be 

historic. Students should also investigate 

and make decisions about issues

facing citizens today. 
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public issues, discuss alternative policies, make 

decisions, and express their views. The research is 

quite clear that such practices are associated with 

students developing positive civic attitudes (Hahn, 

1996). It is also clear that these practices rarely occur 

in schools in the United States today (Ochoa-Becker, 

Morton, Autry, Johnstad, and Merrill, 2001; Goodlad, 

1984). In addressing this need, three elements should 

be combined: content, pedagogy, and climate (Hahn, 

1996). By content I mean that the issues students 

explore should be ones over which people hold (or 

in historic cases, held) differing views. By pedagogy I 

mean that teachers should use instructional practices 

such as discussions, role-plays, debates, and writing 

tasks that enable students to explore alternatives. 

By climate I mean that the classroom environment 

should be caring and supportive so that students feel 

comfortable expressing diverse—even unpopular—

views. When these elements are combined, students will 

experience the classroom as a microcosm of democratic 

deliberation at its best. They are also more likely to 

acquire civic knowledge and develop an interest in future 

civic participation (Hahn, 1996; Hahn, 1998; Torney-

Purta, Lehmann, Oswald, and Schultz, 2001). 

Another important way—perhaps the most important 

way—in which students should experience democratic 

decision making is by deliberating about issues that 

affect their lives at school. Angell (1999) reported on 

regular class meetings in an elementary class. Students 

used a simplified form of parliamentary procedure as 

they discussed and resolved problems that arose in their 

class. Angell (1999) observed that the children were 

eager to practice skills of “democratic talk.” Over time, 

she witnessed students developing increased confidence 

in their abilities to express their views, increased interest 

in participating in the decision-making process, and an 

increased sense that they could influence decisions. 

She also noted students’ increased respect for each 

other, for justice, and for the law (Angell, 1999, p. 168). 

By participating in democratic deliberation, students 

achieved important citizenship goals. 

I have been impressed with the ways in which Danish 

educators seek to model democracy in the folkeskoler, 

the schools that Danish students attend from the first 

through the ninth or tenth grade. In all classes, students 

hold regular meetings in which they discuss problems 

that have arisen in the class, advise their representatives 

to the student council, and plan class trips. In class 

meetings they often decide on the issues that they will 

explore in social studies (Hahn, 1998). Student councils 

are given a budget from the school board, and they 

make decisions about policies that are seen by students 

to have consequences for student life. Students learn 

early that democracy is serious business. Although not 

all schools in the United States are likely to give the 

student council a budget with which to work, adults can 

give student councils opportunities to make decisions 

about issues that matter to students. Additionally, 

teachers can offer more opportunities for students to 

make decisions about classroom life. 

Closely related to providing opportunities for 

decision making is the need to engage students in 

civic action. I turn now to that important aspect of 

citizenship preparation.

Encourage Civic Action 

Citizens of democracies don’t just talk. They act. They 

take actions to influence public decisions, and they 

also undertake actions to improve the quality of life in 

their communities. The National Council for the Social 

Studies (NCSS) made the point that preparing youth 

for active participation in a democracy, what they called 

Another important way—perhaps the 

most important way—in which students 

should experience democratic decision 

making is by deliberating about issues 

that affect their lives at school.
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“social participation” and what I am calling civic action, 

should be an essential component of the social studies 

curriculum. NCSS asserted that knowledge without 

action is meaningless, and action without knowledge 

and deliberation is irresponsible (NCSS, 1979). For that 

reason, students need opportunities to take actions that 

emerge from thoughtful study of public issues.

In recent years there has been growing interest in 

community service and service learning. Community 

service is the kind of charity work that is carried out by 

numerous volunteer organizations to help others. Service 

learning is the term that is often applied to service that 

is used as a deliberate form of instruction. Its purpose 

is to achieve educational objectives, such as increasing 

student knowledge about issues, developing both 

academic and social skills, and teaching responsibility

for others. Proponents emphasize that service learning 

should include careful collaborative preparation, 

curriculum integration, and reflection (Wade, 1997). 

Service learning also has the potential to develop skills 

needed by citizens when it follows from systematic 

study of issues and when students reflectively decide 

to take action. 

Elementary classes that have studied an issue in depth, 

as was suggested in the last section, might conclude 

their study by undertaking a service project. For 

example, after studying about homelessness or poverty 

and hearing from speakers about the issue in their 

community, children in one Massachusetts school 

undertook a project providing lunches for a soup kitchen 

(Kinsley, 1997). After studying about immigration in their 

history lessons, students might decide to learn about 

the lives of immigrants in their community today. After 

talking with representatives from agencies serving new 

immigrants, they might decide to help tutor new arrivals 

to their school or to collect needed items for refugees 

who are settling in the area. 

Another form of civic action that prepares young 

people for participatory citizenship is the kind aimed at 

changing a policy. Banks and Banks (1999) emphasize 

that when students can see that they are able to make 

a difference through their efforts, they are more likely to 

develop a sense of effectiveness than if they never have 

such experiences. 

Rather than merely complaining about not having a 

safe route to ride their bikes to school, or noting that 

their school library does not have books about the 

Hmong culture or on the history of Filipinos in the United 

States, students might decide to do something about 

the situation. They can gather information, organize it, 

and prepare a persuasive presentation to appropriate 

groups such as the town council or the Parent Teacher 

Association. Civic action also can take the form of 

writing letters to the editor of the local newspaper, 

e-mailing a state representative, or making a display to 

inform other students or adults about an issue. 

Civic action projects are a good way to practice “thinking 

globally while acting locally.” Students who have studied 

about global environmental issues might conduct 

local inquiries and then propose new policies for local 

businesses or consumers. 

Acquiring knowledge, developing

civic identities, investigating issues, 

making decisions, and taking action go 

hand in hand with one another.

Banks and Banks (1999) emphasize

that when students can see that they

are able to make a difference through 

their efforts, they are more likely to 

develop a sense of effectiveness than if 

they never have such experiences.
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Finally, to prepare citizens of the twenty-first century, 

it is essential that we provide opportunities to connect 

the various components I have discussed. Acquiring 

knowledge, developing civic identities, investigating 

issues, making decisions, and taking action go hand in 

hand with one another. Furthermore, we must ensure 

that the content of those experiences is multicultural and 

global. That is the only way students will be sufficiently 

well informed and comfortable with diverse perspectives 

to tackle the issues that will face them as citizens of 

our culturally pluralistic democracy in an increasingly 

interdependent world. 
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