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This paper focuses on the development of ‘curriculum material

‘on confroversial political issues. It begins with,é«brief dis-
v N .

cussion vhich seéts a context for an analysis of the topic. It
thenladdrésses two commonly used approaches, and introduces a
T

thi -- the documentary approach. The paper concludes with two

A ‘ _
sectionsg: one illustrateg the 'participants-eye-view" of a doc-

. . f e
umentary; the other outlines guidelines for creating a documentary.
. , Y

" The term "controversial issues" is common parlance in social
' 3
studies education today.1 However, the ideas behind the term have -

.

recelved attention from educators since early in this century. —Fa :

1919, John Dewey argued that schools should saturate students with

, ; .
the "spirit of service" and provide them with the "instruments of

. ’

effective self-direction." Dewey felt these things would be the

"best, guarakteé for a lérger society which is worthy, lgvely, and
haréoniousﬂ'z In-short, Dewey perceived the school as an agent for . ’
social chénge. Though he never used the term 'controversial issues

Dewey's assertions that the school should expand a student's perception
of social reality was itself controversial.> It implied that the "\
° ° .

curriculum should include ogportuhities_for studenté to question
accepted societal norms. Thus the groundwork for inclusion of

""controversial “issues' had been set. As Dewey suggested:
0 / : o o bl‘%

. ' ’ -
It thus becomes the office of the educator to select
‘those things within the rangé of existihg experience that have
‘the promise and potentiality, of presenting new problems which
by stimulating new ways of observation and judgment will expand

the area of further experience. 4 .
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Methods books uged throughout the twentieth century have

v

ﬁaid attention to the ideas wﬁicp Deﬁéy first espoused., Many books

developed a heading called "controversial issues" to focus class /
) : .

discusgion which challenged social norms. While educators take

differing-positions with respett to teaching controversial issﬁes,

they all agree that this represents an area of special attention.J:
S | ) . |
f'Controversial issues' represented ‘a v'ague#chall notio ;
suggesting simply that some topics were, in fact, controversial;
controversial became equated with debatable or arguable. Issues
which remained opeh to question became, by nature, controversial.

‘In l§55, controversial issues became the focal point %or

>
.

Maurice Hunt and Lawrence Metcalf. They coined the term "closed

»

areas'" to describe issues to which people react emotionally rather
than rationally; i;sugsvwhich are open to question. They outlined
"clogsed areas" in each of the following six subject areas:

1. 'economics ’

2. race apd mingrity-group relations

3. social class

4. sex,_coﬁrtship; and marriage

5. religlon and mdrality
6. nationalism, patriotism, and national institutions
v _ . - .
In. each of these sgbject areas, questioning of certain topics

o
>

became controversial. For example, in the area of social class,

Hunt and Metcalf cited four closed areas:. .
L ’ ) : S
P

’
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1. the belief that social classes exist in America, but: that

gome people can advance more quickly‘and reap more rewards
from 11 fe. 7 - .

2, the belief that America provides qpportunitiea for those
who try to get ahead.

3. the belief that all Ameriﬁans should strive toward the
goal of success. - s

4, the belief that some children are best suited ‘to a "liberal"

education and some are bgst suited to a vocational education.

Hunt and Metcalf warned teachers to prepare themselves to confront

these issues, to know that "closed areas" exist. Throughout the
-

1960's and early 1970{5, methods books continded to pué atréngion
‘to contrégersial ié?u s. In fact, some bodks focused exclusively
on these iséuea.7 4

.In addition to methods books, eutire curriculum projeets focused
on controversial isg;ues.8 These issues often appeared in uaterials

in case studies, a format which has beeu uidely adopted.9 Case ,

studies, as used to present controversial issues{ represent investi-

gations of single issues. A series of concrete case studies- tied

together by a more abstract text can form an entire set of curriculum

materials.l0- Most curriculum developers value this approach because

it provides content variety; facilitates opportunities for com-

parison among-cases, and mixes concrete .with abstract présentations
. . 7 . ’

of student materials., | ¢ .

The case study approach is one of several employed By the

4
v

High School Political Science Curriculum Project in the COMPARING

POLITICAL EXPERIENCES (CPE) program. CPE represents aﬁ alternative

approach to high school governmeﬁE and civics programs. By focusing

on the areas of political knowl?dge, intelléctual skills, and ~




participation skills, CPE aims to promote Effective political

N - )
participation by students using the program.li

CPE is composed of two one-semester courses., The first

v

-

*
semester, Political Systems, introduces students te¢ the é¢onceptual

0 ¢ 3

structure utiliZed to organize tpe program. It is designed“in
thtee sequential units.lz In addition, it offers students opportunities

to practice the range of skiils in CPE. Political Issues is com-

posed of “four independent units. . Units may be taught by themselves,
or. they may hecfmidned for use as a Problems of Democracy alter-

.- mative. Additionelly,‘tﬁe units may be combined with Political

“Systems to Ebrm.a year»long government prpgram.13 The development

Vof instructiofal matérials which treat controversial issues represents

an area in which CPE has broken new ground.
4
Three Approaches

¢ a

Instructional materials focusing on'controversial issues in

political life might take a vagiety of forms. For example, the

material could be a brief tﬁfﬂretical discussion of the meaning of

important concepts which help-maye sensge of an iesue or event.

Such a discussion’might be doctmented with the most recent litera- (S

ture in the field. ,This general eoncethal discus8ion holds many

virtues for students withFan interest in government and politieal
~education. However, many students enroll in governmené coursegzbecause of

school requirement and not due to personal interest. A»btrictly A

theoretical pkésentation might engage only a minority of. highly

intelligent, * highly motivated students. \ I

.
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A case gtudy approach represgents another way controversial o
. .

isgues might be predented. Here the material wogla focus on

.

pé&eral themes tied together by a narrative. Cage studies of
various political syst¢ms would run through the narrative and

serve to illustrate, the themes. As argued earlier, this approach .

[

is appealing because it proviées curriculum materials with content
variety. For gxample, tﬁe\éame set of.matefial can contain cases
about the politilal systems of South 5oston High S¢hool, Chicago,
California, OPEC, Mexico, the United Ndtions or General Motora. ‘
Also, a case study approach takes on vaiue for comparing patterns

of political resources and political activities in many sgystems.

Students can practice skills of comparison as they look for
. !
gimilarities and differences among various gystems.
Case studies also allow for the presentation of material at

a variety of leévels of govermment including local, state, national,

and iﬁternational.

~

o

Because tﬁey are well-suited to a variety of knowledge and

skill objectiveé; case studies have been used extensively by curriculum
.- < . ]

developers and authors of textbooks. This approach however,
R .

while extremely_qseful, can limit student involvement with the

. .
subject matter. Generally; case studies give students only a

PR
o

superficial understanding of a particufafﬁigsue;‘they‘outline major
actors and events, but rarely delve deeper. Case studies are

uSuallg ghort, and, therefore,ﬁexclude a great. deal of relevant
. /

information.
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. o, ' Instead of a general theoretical approach or a case study

2 . . .
© approa¢h, Political Issues makes use of "documentaries:" A doéu-

r

mentary in Political Issues islén extensive description of a

single concrete political situition which_illustrateé an abséract
concept, Each documentary is presented from the pofqt'of view,of
actors in ah igsue., Students can ge; ingide an igaue by viewing o
it through the eyes of particibants: Because a.documentary is
exteﬁsive, it departs from a cése gtudy approach, By presenting .
studentg with an exténsive treatment of a well-defined topic, a
dodument;ry apprdach aGoids*iengthy narratives more characteristic
of a general theoretical approach. A documentary approach focuses

‘ _on one situation oyer an,éntire unit of jnstruction rather thaﬁ

on differéﬂt cage sgtudies. Therefore, it probes Heeply into a

° single issue, presenting a broader base of knowledge about an

N

igsue than a case study. The figure below i&lustratep‘the relation-

ship of case studies and documentaries in terms of the amount of

data each contains about the same issue, .

o / .
« ' . 5.

N - . -~ . .

Documentary .
g Issue .




scagse otudies of political systemé experiencing conflict. However,

. about a single political system experiencing conflict. Such a

CoT- “ n

Documentaries serve as concrete illustrations of abstract

°

concepts. An issue is chasen as the focus of a documentary not

only because an abundance of data iz available oh'fhe issue, but’

- £

becauge the issue contains all the attributes of a concept. Unlike

.
s

a cage study, which is often used to illustrate" one aspect of a

N .
-

concept, a documentary is comprehen31ve enough to illustrate all
of the aspects of a concept. Therefore, for concept-learning a
documentary gan be successful in illustrating attribures of a concept
ahd,also in providing substantive continuity, There ia no need to move
from text to case qtody to text‘to cage study. A documentary,becomes

a cdomplete piece of instruction. . ‘

To teach about the concept of polirical confliEt throdyh‘a
: — .

cage study approach, for example, studente would analyze several

a documentary would present students with .a wealth ofﬁﬁnformation

~ ' * d
presentation would provide students with a large information base
about & well-defined segment of political life.

Each of the four units which comprise Political Issuesg is -

7

based on a diffierent documentary. One unit, "Busing In Boston', high- -

)

lights the issue’'of court-ordered busing and focuses upon how

busing has affected Studentsrin the Boston schools and&the Boston

schebl system as a whole. It also demonstrates local government/

court relationships and illustrates how a court order can affect

o

1dcal community members. Students are presented with a documenkery

which describes the activities of the\ citizens of Boston and the P

[
\
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actions of the stngnto, teachérs, administrators, and police in
the L.ocon schools. The viewpointso oé particip&nta give.realism
to .the iaoue.for sfudchsa. - ¢

. The unit iliuatrates'how mobflizétion and interdependence
promote conflict. It also introduces the concepts of 1neqdélity

and competition and illustrates how tﬁe§ promote conflict.

"Buging In Boston' focuses, exclusively on Booton and introduces

comparative cases of conflict only after students have thoroughly

examined, the Boston experience. .

0 " . ' /
Documentaries speak for themgelves and require a minimum of

*

abstract narrative. For instance, rather than analyzing the

current political science literature regarding conflict, students

R}

study the actors in a political éystem experiencing conflict,

Students receive détailed knowledge about a concrete example of
conflict; they sfudy real people in real gituations.

A good documentary, thgn, also includes a rich base of priméry

source data, It avoids long descriptive commentaries and shows
people talking in their own words about what happens to them,

The primary sourcé data can make a major difference in the transfer

of learning from the course to other situations. The diagram on

the next page illustrates the relationship between the general

N

theoretical approach, the case study approach and thé documentary

. -

4

.approach,
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7 A - . literature
3. abgtract ’
, ; , \
,Case Study \ ) 4
‘1. contains variety R -
. A
2. allows for < ) '/ .

- 4 comparibon

. 3. focuses on several-
levels of analysis | .

Documentary

. 1. focuses on one o
situation

2, _concrete - -

.*‘/J 3. dramatic; personal ’ .

.o " 4, augmented with v
case studies .
. CONCRETE -
b - .
‘ — Pl

-

« Political Issues utilizes documentaries to'illustxate the knowledge
o &
objectives for the course, Studenps use the documentaries as a base

for identifying and applying cohcepts. In these ways, the documentaries
4

promote a concrete knowledge basi for the course.

s

7
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' More important, documentaries provide a variety of bages for

undertaking gkill activitiea and provide necesgary springboards for under-

taking participation dctivites. For example, "Busing In Boston"
containg.,a short episode abput a high school student deciding whether or

not to join a boycott of South.Boston High School. Thio episode

r

functiéng_as a device to enable students to practice gkills of
moral reasoning and to examine tﬁe consequences of Eheir‘behavior_

Additionally, "Busing In ﬂqptod'includes an activity which focuses

on the uncertain future of the Boaston school system. This activity
7

enabldg students to practice akills in forecasting varioua alterna-

‘tive futures for a political;eystemr._This opportunity to,ﬁ;dctice this

. : - '/ - !
analytical skill represents only one of many contained in "Busipg
. . : . "'. / -

" In Boston.' Additionally, the documentary serves as a springboard

o

for entry into a variety of participati®n experiences. The beauty

of the documentary lies in this adaptability for .skill exercises

Y

and participation experiences. It is at one-and the same time a\/

o

concrete yet Fynamic mode of instruction. ALl of the objectives -

-\

of the unit are linked to it.

.0

TheuParticipant's-Eye;Vieﬁ , . ' ~' . L -

In devel?P%ng the '%usiﬁg In.Bostond\uﬁit,‘we wantgg.to find
out how aivariety of;peoﬁle viewed the conflict situation, Tﬁrqugh-.
out the winter and spring of 1574#75, we interviewed students,
teachers, adminigtrators, parents, écﬁodl committet meTbers, aﬁd ' \\.l
others who were participatiné in t;; conflict to gain théir per-

- ]
spectives. We found that the interviéw material gave us a different

and much more powerful set of examples of political conflict than




i (:".. ' .
o, 1. Ve W Y .' . ¢

- ‘ e we would have otherwise selecteq "
. .- :ﬁ ¢ ' .:3
The following interv1ew 15 an, eﬁample of the type of material
' . : ‘we gathered: It is part of an {nterv1ew conducted last winter with -

‘. Ll . <

- g K " a genior at Hyde Park High School, . ° . o ' e
i . [ - . . ’ - - , £
/ -t ' , ' s N - T',.
<7 Student: When I walked-ihto the school this year, I knew

T »

- B that Hyde Park was different. The'oolfce wete
» A ] R a EE
~in the parking lot, and they.&ouldn't let-you -

o _ S : snear there, you couldn’t stand there . you can't

4
- A talk there.. The most 1mportant th1ng for, us to

o

do was toAget into theé school and get out again,

e

: . o :
'This wg;t on for the first month and a half of

the first term. And on my first day back, we had

L : .
a diot, and my parents camé down to get me out,

» i . : . ) AS

Interviewer: Is it helpful to have the police around?

©

’ ' Std%ig/: ‘ T think so. If the police leave, I leave oith
“ 3 ' © them, as far as I am concerned. Wheo they are

outside, by éhe time I get inside somebody could
" be dead. All that concefhs me is érying to make

it through to the 'end of the year.

Interviewer: Why is busing creating such problems?
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I'ma lz—yeag-old girl, and I don't fight,,but -

‘ v e

. . we just can't be stepped on like,ﬁhis. ‘The * -

' . Lo B . S .

s .

. ) probtem with the whole thing is that the blacks .
, don'EJwant to be here either. t -

\' . ‘ . . ". . . : 3 "

<

‘ o ~J :
: Interyiewer: - Do you think in the long run integration is a
good idea? .

-
»

TS

w\ Student: / If anything, inﬁegration is supposed to make us

&

- ‘more’ friéndly with the blacks, and I never was
» .8 . N .
\ prejudiced in my whole fg%é/until this year.

-

BN This-had made me more prejudiced.‘ I think 'you .
should be able to go to a school that you want
: . to gg to, and if you are forced into integrationm, . ‘

2N I think-it is bad. e o

» .
The interview speaks about conflict in ways that we couldn't

. - .
possibly communicate in a straight narrative, One way to use such
:

interview material is to create an 'active voice" in a straight

b
b

narrative or straight lecture in a classroom. We have used inter-

view material in order to bring points home to students in a straight

»

expository 'style. This particular use of interviews could be
transfefred to any course material, .

There are many other ways interview material can be used. One

. -

is highlighted here. An audio tape has been developed in order to

introduce students to the concept of conflict. The "All Those Arrested"

v

tape consists of three ‘'scenes, s .

v

ERIC ' RS B :
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s

) oo The first-scene*is in Judge Garrity's court, Judgequ;Zity
is announcing the busing order and the students are giving their °
P .- ) : . ’ N
' reactions fo his‘statements. The second scene-is a School ~ ’ . *
. . . ’ [

ot - >

Committee meeting where parefts talk ébQut hOW'théy feel about the

. - busing situation. The”Schd@jJCpmmittee members and the parent3 g

0

interact reflecting their attitddes’ and needs in the éonflict‘ y

v . .
t

situation’, ) A . .

-
s

The third scene focuses 6n two students on a bus talking"

abOug the stoning of buses at Hyde Park High School the day'Before.
. h .
Together, these three scenes give three different perspectiveg

En what a conflict is about and how people react to the busing
conflict in Bosten. ~ .
- " N - ’
Approximately three dozen interviews were gathered while we

were in Boston. Most .of these interviews were used in some way to

construct. the introductory audio tape. Another type of interview

’ * °

§ ' ' was conducted with a black malé senior at Hyde Park High School. -

-
.

* ' This is what he said: : : <’
N ' Eifwank everyone to go to school peacefully and just get an
édﬁc;tion;} And they are.not giving anybody a qhanc% to
geg an edu;ation._ They have béen fighting so much, I mean
they must not have had even a month of school; I»mggn>ieally
learning. There's policemen on each cormer, where last year
yo:gwere sort of free. I mean you had to have a pass to be

: in the corridors and things, but there were so many other

activities and everything and the whole surrounding was so

v
-

much nicer. - There wasn't any tension or anything., You r>




[ 3 Qe
/ A gt

o

R 4
-

knovb everybody got along with everybody, the football team,

the basketball tcam everythinb, you know everything was

good. "This year the;e s none of that, . We have none of that.

We have'nothing, ,  °

Both interviews have been used as part of an dudio tape

¥ N -

titledA”AJl“Those Arrested .'" Pieces were.chosen so that students

X3
£

: f
-.cpuld,give their reactions to Judge Garrity's order in their own

»

words. Basically, what this part of the tape conveys ig that

-~

there is a difference between the goals of ‘the Judge and wha;/

people see happening in the Boston school system.

A
é

' R

~




Guidelines for the Creation. . b L
of .a Documentary - h 3 \‘?:: 0

.

The .creation of a doCumentéry requires the curriculum developer

v

. to leave the confines of tﬁé of%ice, devefoﬁgent center; or school, .
and to persomdlly interact with the participants Vho aré iﬁvolyéd

in a particular issue. The following s;t‘of guidelines may be

ﬁelpful to those interested in const;ucfing a documentary\L In

developing student materials for the Politicgl Xssues courpe of the

T - :
COMPARING POLITICAL EXPERIENCES program, we.fqllowed these guide-
lines: : D
3 .
A. Focus on a set of objectives for instruction:
| 1. Since the collection of data for a docuﬁfntary
. < can be an immense Fask; ;he more precise one :
can specify objectives; the more qhnageable tﬁis V
. task will be. " L q
: 2, Precisely stated objectives’ can alsoy d t;.
‘ o A AQEQ;successful instruction by giving Cafeacher

e

| o
the information necessary to plan for the use

|

of a documentary.

B. Criteria for choosing an issue which clearly illustrates .
the objectives: - ! L o .

+

' 1. Match pbjectives to issue chosen Review as many
possible alternative issues as possible. Then,
match the specified objectives to the issue chosen,

In choosing an issue, the most important criterion

0 ; .
is the extent to which it illustrates the objectives.
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' " 2. Chddse an iséue whére data is available.

= ja. Be'gertain to focus on an issue where

-

<

KY » : " . e,
\» . ' there is a large amount of informatiom. =
o ) o ' . ) | L
« ' . b. Bg sure to focus on an issue where access .
b * to this information will facilitate
gathering data. . '
\

3. Proximity is important. To the extent pogsible,

choose an issue which is goiné on in a nearby
" community. If two or three issues look equally’
ugeful, then choose the one closest to you.‘lecause

‘ . it will .become necessary to return again and again
.. Q\ . to the site of the ispue, proximity becomes a %er&

} ' important criterion.

. | ' T - - -
. - . : () : ’ . '
7 . C, Cpnsufﬁ a variety of primary and secondary source material
\ ' to obtain background on the issue:
14 ) - s
- 1. Isolate the important actors in the issue.
 , -
ln" \ \l
. . 2. 1Isolate the agencies and organizations relevant

to the issue. Isolating both the actors and
. agencies relevant to the issue degetmines the
amount of information which you can gather and

also the access which you will ultimately.have

B to the information needed to create a goqd docu-
N 4 ' t
* ‘ mentary. . : ( S
» . o
7 »
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D. Contact with site: make contact with someone in the region
to joutline the tasks necessary for data collection; -
, - B " ‘ N = ‘
_s 1. '(Travel to the site. Though cost factors may

. preclude travel, choice of an isoue , “

in the local boﬁmunity‘will lessen that expense.
2. Contact a person at the site who can gerve ag_

a linking agent. Travel to the gite or cdnt;éé
. with the eite'becomes very‘imgortant ag it K

determines the amount of cooperation expected

from important actors .in data collection,

E. Arrénge personal visit to the gite to collect data:

1. It will become necessary to travel to Lhe site
to collect information. After identification of
relevant actbrs and agencies, contact.each'oﬁe
and‘arrange to see them. At this point it is

‘YEry importént to inform them thét you will be
iﬁterested in télking about a specific issﬁe,
and’ﬁhat you wiil want to tape Efcord the intér:

- view§ which you have., Make preparations to

gathegAthe following information while you visit

4

the sife.. R
a.. Interviews: arrange interviews with
important actors in the issue., These
interviews will become useful when they
. “have been turne& into franscripts. They

¥an be integrated into a documentary as

written transcripts or they can be

I
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‘:’ ) converted into otfimulating audio présenta- o
: s tiong for gtudents. d
: ‘ - : ~ b. Pictures: take :;d collect phatographs '
which are relevant to’the isgue. Thesge

N v ' pictures will be¢ome useful piecds.of -

. ' % ) instr%ftion as strdents begin to gynthesize’

pri data about the issgue,
Local press: make contact wgth the local
ewspaper (s) in the area of the issue. This

often a gsource of additional pictures as

well as other interviews. The local neﬁspaper

. . can also serve as a reservoir of additiomal
. background information,
d. Extant data: depending upon the iss\e

£ | S .

o chosen, gather a great‘deal of extan

5

data., Maps, charts, graphs, tables, 'and
other documents become extremely iﬁpdr&ant.

\\‘-”\\ . F. Transformation of data into a documentary:

. 1. In transforming the‘data into a documéntary, the
"participan't's-eye-v‘iew" is mo‘st impgrtant". The
usé‘of words and actions of peéple involved in.
the issue can make a documgntafy the most useful

. device for teaching.about,controversial issues,

. The example of the audio tape "All Thosé Arrestéd"

éerves as a model for&transforming tape transcrgts

- into instructional material,
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. These guidelines can aid a developer in Creating a dbcumentary.

They could help a teacher who wighes to organize data abouﬁ an isgue -
in the local éommunity; By employing'the point of v&ew of a a
participant in an issue and by ﬂllowing for tﬁe eiteqsi?e p;rtfayal ) .
of an eéent, a docd;entary can gerve ag a base for u;hertakiﬁg.a

v variety of knowledée, gkill, and participation expefienc;§$ It. o

thus becomes an exciting alternative for presenting controversial

political issues. ) .
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% - :
. 13. The four unitg of Political Iss?ea are: , v//

"Busing In Boston," "Clean Air Now!," "Union Undergrounds," "Jobs.
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