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Teachers' Perspectives on Incorporating Current Controversial Issues into the Curriculum
The investigation and discussion of current controversial issues has long been advocated in . |
socral studres education. (Haas & Laughlin, 1998; Soley, 1996; Houser 1995). Yet, social studres

educators continue to deplore the mmimal role such issues play in the cumculum and students' experience.

" To effectively explore controversial issues in the classroom, time, preparation, and m-depth study by the

acher are needed as are a range of resources for use by students. These demands result in few mstances
of student investigation of controversial issues (Dunfee, 1978; Hoser, 1995; Soley, l996) Risks such as
those represented by parents and school administrators who are offended by the investigation of a
pamcular issue, also minimize opportunities for student investigation (Hahn &'TOCCI 1990). What
happens, however; when a current controversial issue is thrust upon society and media ﬂood homes and
workplaces with a multitude of .commentary and minute-by-minute reporting? 'l'his has occurred recently
with the impeachment process of President William Jefferson Clinton. Gun-control, the teaching of
creationism and/or evolution, health care policy, and prayer in schools are other recent issues. In a context
where the media focus a large amount of attention on it, does a current controversial issue become part of
the social studies curriculum? This question in explored through surveys and mdepth interviews that

investigate teachers' perspectives on the incorporation of current controversial issues into the curriculum.

Factors Influencing Teachers' Incorporation of Current Controversial Issues

into the Classroom Curriculum

Today, there is tremendous pressure on teachers to avoid current controversial issues.-This
comes from members of the public who view many issues from a perspectiye that .pits good against eyil
thereby limiting opportunities for negotratron Proponents on either side of an 1ssue may fear ’
indoctrination of students into the other side's viewpoint and may consider drscussron of the issue as
lending credence to the opposing view (Harrington-Lueker, 1996). Teach_ers are aware of controversial
issues causing explosions of emotion sometimes so powerful that they. have been discussed in the media

for days. Examples are the discussion of homosexuality in Merrimack, New Hampshire schools and

~ whether creationism must be taught in Alabama schools and in the state of Colorado.

Many teachers do not wish to indoctrinate their students and are unsure whether they will .

somehow do so if they encourage 'discussion and investigation of a controversral issue. Certamly, it is
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reasonable to suspect that teachers do not want to be caught in a maelstrom of controversy because they

" have addressed a current controversial issue. In a society where conflict is_evident-'and many students come '

to school from troubled families or crime-plagued communities, teachers often don't want to dump further.
burdens on them (Loeb, 1995). Studying current controversial issues may seem to these teachers to be ‘
creating a context fostermg animosities between individuals with dlfferent views. Some students or. |
teachers may believe that some students wrll percelve of these dlscusswns asa dlalog that perpetuates an - |

argumentative environment common to their home rather than an mvestlgatlon of various perspectlves

" Such teachers are hkely to see controversial current issues as makmg the world seem even more chaotic

for their students.

For many years,' educators have tried to'keep conflict out of the classroom by having some: -
higher authority settle differences of opinion ahead of time (Gerzon, 1997). Because no one wants
schools to be battleﬁelds -controversial policy declsions that affect the classroom (such as-Merrimack,
New Hampshlre s decision to ban any reference to homosexuality from its classrooms — later reversed in
court) are made long before the first day of school. ThlS usual top-down strategy to keep conflict out of
the school has had mixed results. On the positive side, perhaps it has provided relat1vely supportive and
harmonious leammg environments where many (but not all) students could receive a higher quality of

education. On the negative side, it has made education monohthlc with dlssentmg and minority

_ viewpoints marginalized (Gerzon, 1997).

The defensive response of teachers and school 'syster'ns'may prevent some

conflicts and defuse others before they escalate but it does not meet the challenge of systematlcally

bulldmg conflicting perspectlves into educatlon Even more lmportantly, it does not prowde students w1th
a genume expenence of democracy in actlon Education for cltlzenshlp ina democracy cannot happen in -

an amﬁclally conﬂ1ct-free env1ronment w1thln a nation whose populatlon is mcreasmgly dlverse and

"content_ious; The core challenge of c1tlzensh1p is learmng to cope creatlvely with controversy and to make .

~ informed ch01ces (Dunfee 1978, Engle&Ochoa 1988; Gelzon 1997).

As Gerzon (1997) lnd1cates schools can seek to ellmmate dlscusswn of controversial i issues

thereby reducmg conﬂ1ct in order to create a harmonious leam1ng env1ronment Nevertheless those

'controverS|es and the conflict generated by them, wnll be part of students' lives. Such controver51es are

4



Teachers' Perspectives 4

discussed and analyzed widely by the media and television comedians make jokes"about-thex-r'l. Internet
sites are cfeated devoted to them. Religious leaders sermonize about them. Yet, the scﬁbol‘ﬁ effort t6
q-reate a harmonious environment results in an environment where students are awa-re of controvc'alrsies and
exposed to them out-of-school, but have no opportunities for exploring controversies with the help of

" discussion guides which encdﬁrage the youth to acquire, evaluate, and apply appropfiate rules vof evidence
to issues and confrontational pefspectives. When schobls mainfain a separati(;n from the social world in :

. which it serves, the separation limits students' learning of how to analyze arguments and decide on the
credibility on arguments and evidence (Sunal & Sunal, 1999).

In view of the many concerns that teachers face, and the pressures exerted upon them,'_ why

g §hould current controversial issues be a part of the social studies curriculum? These issues si}oﬁld be part
of the social studies curriculum because each generation of students must learn the skills of coping with
controversy an?l mal&ng informed choices. Only when teachers enable &em to encounter situations that: -
require using such skills can students learn them (Engle & Ochoa, 1988; Gérzon, 1997). -Instez.id of
lexcluding conflict from schools, building in conﬂict selectively eﬂriches the educatioﬁal experience.

" When appropriately handled, conflict can enhance the leamipg process. Students learn ﬂlaf democratic’
communities are strong enpugh to contain deep differences. Ignoring controversial issues indicates to
students that they are not trusted to deal with the diverse present in their community. it also suggests that

" adults do not know how to deai with conflict. Inst_ead, the school community can model thé way
democracy wérks by involving st-u'dénts i_n'the consideration of current contfov-c?fsial issues. Sincé 5
strong iitéfauﬁe t')ase'existé that offers theoretical foundations for teaching controversial issues and é
practica.l base of ideés on how to addrgss controversial issues, teachers have resources to assist -tl-lem in
aevcloping social studies curricula that include current contrbvérsial issues.!

Yet, the literature also suggests that téachérs are not uti.lizihg the theoretical and practical Base '
available to them. A_cco_rdihg to lWémer (19985, addressing controversial issues has real cést factors fdr
éducators which include time, corﬁmitment, energy (résearch), and risk. Additionally, Laughlin and
fIartoonian (1'995) cautipned about the threat 6f corﬁmunity -vall'xes and expectationé on teachers as they
attempt to address controversial issues in their classrooms. They encourage teachers bto be "prepared to

respond to controversy" (p. 255).

El{fC | | . s
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In a study which als§ examined the impact of another highly publicized news event, the Gulf
War, Merryfield (1993) investigatlc:ad how teachers addreﬁsed the Gulf War in their social studie;
classrooms. She founa that some teachers did not present current events (e.g., the Gulf War) because
. they fel‘t that it was mbre important to address the mandated curriculurﬁ. Additionally, some teachers did
not incorporate this topic into their 'teaching because they felt they lacked ‘the proper content kﬂowledge :
and/or the available instructional materials were inadequate.

”fhe present r_eseﬁrch éxplorpd thelpersp_ebctives of social s_tudie5 teachers (grades .K-1_2) regérding»
the teaching of current controversial issues, particularly, those issues that are .cl.xrrently much discuéséd in.
the media. Part of this study examined the extent to which teachers' personal perspéctives-oh an issue affect’

| whether it is taught, the extent to which parents' vieWs on the issué affec.tl the decision to teach it, and tﬁe |
extent to which school policy affects the teachihg 6f a current.'controversial issue. The study also
investigated tea;:hers' perspectives on the teaching of currént events and their relaﬁonship to the teachiﬁg of
current éontroversia_l issues. The following section will describe two studies conducted during September

" 1998 through January 1999, |

| Methodology

Study Focﬁsing on Survey Questions

Procedure and Participants

A total of 468 surveys were mailed to midd.le and secondary social studies teachers in 48 states.
_ Addressés of the teachers were obt'ai;ned from- four sou-rces."'O.ne sﬁmble; a nationéllsample, came from the . -
membership of national.educétional organization. Two other sampies were obtained from teachers in two
. -states éast of the _Mississibpi lRiver. _While the return rate was a disappointing 21%; it is possibie that fhis
K may have béen aresult of the.topic of _t_he; s;irvey--the ﬁnpeachmeht of William Jefferson élihton. :

Data sources and analysis . - The survey instrument was a double-sided single sheet survey. The -

survey including demographic information (grade level taught, membership in NCSS and a state or local
affiliate. The respondents were aské_d if they had taught about the Clinton impeaéhment proceedings
during at least two class periods. Teachers who had done so were asked to respond to six open-ended, short

answer questions. Those teachers who did not respond in the affirmative were asked to explain why they.-
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had nét addre.ss_ed the topic in their classes. Additionally, all respondents were asked to check one or more
of 11 statements that applied to their views of teaching controversial issues and current.events.

Responses to the demographic questioﬁs and 11 statements related to controversi_al issues weré
iéll.ied. Due to thé small size of the saﬁple, statistical analyses were not performed. Instead, the researchers:
decided to report trends and absolute numbers from which the reader could draw conclﬁsions. Short ;(mswer.‘
comments were recorded and gfoupcd; the researchers agreed upon catgéorizaﬁon of the Tesponses. |

Demographic findings. Because the researchers thought that differences might exist between the

teachers teaching at different grade levels, an effort was made to survey equal numbers of teachers, with an
empliasis on the middle and high school levels. The table below provides the nﬁmbgr of respondeﬁts

teaching at different grade levels.

Type of School Number of Respondents

- High school 50
Junior-Senior School | 1

Junior high School 3
Middle School 37
Elementary School 4

The number of teaéhers from grades 7~1_1 was almost equal (The number ranged from 21 to 27).
There were slightly fewer respondents teaching grades five and six. Thé greatest number of those
respondenfs was teaching grade 12. 42 of the respondents indicated membership in NCSS or one its
afﬁliét:c organizations. Over half of the teachers t57) feéponded that they had taughi about the Clinton
ixﬁpeactht for at least the minimunjl tliuie required on thé .survey. 37% of the respbndenfs indicated tha.t. |

they had not addressed the impeachment for required about of time.

Percentage of -
Teachers

Membership in 42%
NCSS

Membership inan | 44%
affiliated state or '
local organization

Taught . _
impeachment for 57%
the required-

minimum amount

o
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of time

Did not teach 37%
impeachment . '

Teachers' Decisions on Teachmg the Impeachment o

For all teachers grade 5-12, the most overwhelmlng reason for not teaching the unpeachment was v
that it was not relevant to the content of the cumculum or the t1me period in the school year. Some
teachers mostly middle school teachers, noted that the sexual nature of the content and the age of their )
students was critical to their decisions NOT to address the 1mpeachment of Pres1dent Clmton

Based on the teachers responses those who did teach about the unpeachment lncorporated it into

~ topics and units of study for the curriculum taught at their schools. Most.of these teachers emphasized the

- impeachment process, legal ter‘ms, interpretations of law, and the history of impeachment, including the

procedures for Johnson and Nixon. However, none of the teachers mentioned teaching about impeached
judicial officials. |

A few teachers mentioned using current events as the context for teaching the impeachment.
These teachers depended on the national and world press or a school current events program, such as

Channel 1 or Weekly Reade for the instruction. Some teachers mdlcated usmg mquiry asa process for

instructlon on the nnpeachment They encouraged identifying facts by recognizmg bias, point of view,

perspectives, and exaggeration Some teachers focused on an examination of the power of the President of

the United States, while others emphasized the conﬂict or moral dilemma created by such a situation.

Subsequently, many explained the importance of teaching values and attitudes in the social studies
classroom. - A small number of respondents felt that values and morals were less important and did not
address them unless their students mitlated such issues.

For those teachers who taught about the 1mpeachment most of them felt pos1t1ve and conﬁdent

* about dealmg with the content because they believed 1t was 1mportant for the students to leam Personal

'I L}

reasons g1ven for teachmg these lessons mcluded good civics lesson", "made Constitution alive", good - -

toplc" "students like it" "opportunity to view a rare process" "a real teaching moment". Others felt that

teaching the nnpeachment was more of a professxonal obligatlon than a personal choice. Others explained '
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it by using such categories as: (a) necessary to do (b) part of my job to 1nform and explain ©1 Just feel

someone has to do'it, and (d) difﬁcult to do.

Current Controversial Issues .> -
ln order to ldistinguish between the.teachers' decisions and practices regarding the irnpeachment
. and other ‘current controversial issues, the teachers were given a list of 11 statements and asked to mark
those statements that pertamed to them. Many of the teachers who did not. teach about the 1mpeachment
participated in this portion of the survey. Slxty-51x the highest number of teachers 1nd1cated that "l
i always 1nclude arange of current events/topics In my soc1al studies class(es)" as applying to them. Slxty-
. two teachers marked "My students enjoy studying about current events/1ssues" Only slightly fewer (53)
1nd1cated that, "Controversial topics are an integral part of my social studies class(es)". The fewest
' responses pertained to statements that indicated an apparent lack of i mterest in current events mcludlng one
school's policies against the teaching of controvers_ial issues, rarity of discussion of such events, or ..
discussions only if initiated by.students. Nine teachers indicated that they would fail to receive support
vfrorn their school system if parents complaine_d about tonics under discussion including a discussion of
impeachment.

In describing their students responses to their lessons on the irnpeachment, many reported interest
in "serious discussion excellent discussions with varying view pomts" and "heated strong opimons one |
way or another " (Haas & Laughlm 1999, 7) The teachers described their students' interest levels as "h1gh

" interest" to "boredom. Only a few teachers prov1ded information on ernploying any formal activity that '
required students to take a stand on the impeachment is.sue oron the actions of the participants. It seems

that these teachers only attempt at assessing the impact of their lessons was through classroom observations

or‘student statements made during class discussions.
Approxnnately 5% of the respondents chose to state their personal Views asto what President
E . Clinton should do. While some felt that he should resign, others felt that he should continue nnportant
_ govemment business (e.g., addressing health care). Although, they were less likely to teach the
1mpeachment process, overall, the responding teachers indicated a fairly strong position on the use of
| current events and controverslal issues as being an 1ntegral part of the middle school and high school

. curriculum.

ERIC -3
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Study Focusing on Intervigws

The purpose of Study 2 was to extend what had been examined in Study 1 by exploring in-depth
the views of teachers by employing an intgrview approach. Specifically, thé researchers wénted to éompare :
- and contrast the perspectives of teache;rs. af varying grade levels in regafd to the teaching of controversial

i issues, current events, and the impeachment of William Jefferson Clinton.

Participants

E Elementary teachers. Interviéws were conducted with an intact group of twérity-two elementary
féachgrs in grades kindergarten - five at a school in a séumeastem state.l The school served stpdeﬁts in a-'
small city of approximately 100?000. The students in the school représented a wide range of
socioeconomic levels and fam'ily members' occupations. A_pproximatély 40% of the students were.
African American, 5% Asianf/l\rr;erican, and 55% European-American. This was a new school in its'
sccénd year of operation. Six of the teachers in thig study were African Americans and 16 were
European Americans.
- With the exception of two ﬁrst—yéar teachers, all other teachers had transferred ﬁ'o'm other
schools in the system to open this school. Other schools in the system were allocated a inaximum
: nﬁmber of teéchers who could transfer to this school whén it opéned. A school district committee
composed of the school's pfinciphl and a teacher from each exfsting schvool selected teachers for the
sﬂchool. Trahéferriﬁg teachers represénted experience in eight different schools. . |
The teachers ranged in age from 25 to 57 years. They had been teachiﬁg at-the elementary school
level between 3 and 25 ye;lrs. Four of fhe teachers héd an Edu_cati_oﬁal Specialist degree, fifteen held the - . .
j .- Master's qegree or were within six semester hburs of comp'leting the degr_eé, and three had a Bachelor's |
'degree. 'lelese feaéhe;s' wide experience ﬁ"bm other s_chobls was in the process of ;oa}escihg_as they bu.i_lt 3
the pfogrém at this school. All but the two newly hired teachers brought witﬁ thém teaching expérience -
representing the culturé of the school from which they had trﬁnsférred._Thesé differing schbol cﬁltures
had to be integrated to create the culture of the new school.. By cz.xfrying- out this stud); in the .
_ _b second year of this school's operation; it was pdssiblé to tap into perspectivés that
representéd both the situation ét this ﬁéw s;hool and that of the schools from which _

teachers had transferred.

i0
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The school was used as a placement site for student teachers and students participating in a
ﬁeld-based blocked set of methods courses. In its' second year a team of four clinical master teachers
was developed at the school to mentor and supervnse student teachers.

Middle/Secondarv Teachers. The teachers represented two school systems ina southeastem area

- of the U.S. The teachers' years of teaching: experlence ranged from 4-10 years. SlX of the teachers were
females and all were European Americans. The teachers were selected for the study because they: (a) were
mvolved in professlonal social studies organizations, (b) were viewed as exemplary teachers by the school
-and universlty in the community and served as mentors to preservrce teachers and (c) were working with-
one of the researchers on another project. . |

The teachers' ages ranged frotn 27-45 years of age. | Four of the teachers (2 high school, 2 middle :
school) ‘were teaching in the same syste_m.as the elementary teachers in this study. However, they were
teaching at inner city schools. The students at their schools were approximately70% African American
and 30% European American. The other four teachers (2 high school, 2 middle school), were teachers in a
neighboring school system. Schools in this system can be characterized as suburban or rural with student
populations that are approximately 75% European American and 25% A frican American.

Of the middle and secondary teachers in this study, two middle school teachers had Bachelor's -
degrees five held Master's degrees (two mrddle school teachers, three high school teachers), and one high
school govemment teacher had his Educatlonal Specialist degree. These teachers had been teachmg from
four to 15 years. | |
Procedures

Each teacher was interviewed for this study; the interviews averaged about two and one-half hours
A each and were tape recorded and transcribed. The mtervxews explored a varlety of top1cs which mcluded
(a) facilitation of in-class discussions of the impeachment of William Jefferson Clinton, gun control or -
another controversial issue whlch was currently belng discussed in the media, (b) personal perspectives on
choosing to teach or not teach about current controversialissues (© system policy on teaching about - -
controversial issues, (d) role of current events in the teacher ] classroom (e) parents' views regardmg the
teaching of controversial issues, pamcularly the impeachment of Clmton and (t) effects of teaching the

mandates state course of study on dealmg with current comrover51al issues and current events.

i1
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Social Studies Related Professional Development Activities

Elementary Teachers None of the 22 teachers belonged to the National Councrl for the Social "

Studres, nor were any members of the state council for the SOClal studies. However nmeteen belonged toa -
professional association in reading, seven belonged to a professional association in mathematlcs and three

belonged to a professronal association in science. Three teachers indicated they occasronally read socral

studies professional Jonmals identifying Social Studies and the Young Learner and the Southern Social' -

Studies Journal. All of the interviewees mentioned occasionally reading social studies-related articles in

generic elementary school practice-oriented journals. Four teachers mentioned accessing social

studies-related Internet web sites containing lesson plans When developing social studies units. -

' Mrddle/Secondary Teachers. Three of the four hlgh school teachers were members of NCSS

" The other teacher was involved in a number of professronal orgamzatrons and served on state committees

for-social studies activities. Only one of the middle school teachers was a member of NCSS Two middle
school teachers were members of the state geographlc alliance and had presented at several conferences and
workshops on geography toprcs Seven of the eight middle and secondary teachers frequently read

professional social studres practitioner journals (e. g Social Education, The SOClal Studies) regularly and

discussed 1mplementmg 1deas presented in them. All of the teachers mentioned seekmg information from

social studies curriculum companies or soclal studies websites in their lesson preparatlon

) Teachlng about the Impeachment and the lmpeachment Process

Elementary Teachers. All twenty—two of the teachers mtervrewed 1dent1ﬁed the nnpeachment of

President William Clinton as the issue most w1dely-dlscussed in the media and among citizens in the past’
three years. Seven thrrd through ﬁﬂh grade teachers had dlscussed the 1mpeachment and the nnpeachment

process durmg the perlod of time Presrdent William Clinton’s impeachment. These teachers encouraged -

: -students' discussion of the process and had been planning to involve the class in such discussions. None of :.

these seven teachers lnrtrally intended to address the lmpeachment and the 1mpeachment process but - -

: walted until just before the unpeachment began to address.the topic in these classes. These teachers all |
indicated they delayed drscussron because they thought the 1ssue was complex and touched on sensitive_

“and potentially offensive topics. Each teacher had hoped the issue would become lessimportant and -

disappear from the media and public discussion. They had not wanted to address the issue in class unless -

BEST COPY AVAILABLE o
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the. impeachment process was actually unplanned. An eighth teacher shared the perspectives of the other
seven elementary teachers whose classes d1scussed impeachment. However she had planned not to address
| . the issue even 1f the unpeachment occurred. Her fourth- grade students frequently brought the topic up in
. class and ev1denced a grow1ng interest in it. As a result of their intense mterest and the frequently asked .
.’ questions students asked, this teacher felt the topic must be addressed and did so a few days after the .
'limpeachment began. So, although one teacher mdicated she had strongly resisted teachmg the topic eight
teachers ﬁnally did address the 1mpeachment process and the presrdential unpeachment
While discussmg the1r dec1s1on whether or not to teach about the unpeachment and/or
1mpeachment issues, teachers focused on the process of nnpeachment Only one teacher facilitated
discussion of Presrdent Clinton s nnpeachment The impeachment studies included deﬁnmg and -
considering the meaning of unpeachment, mdicating when pres1dent1al 1mpeachment process had
previously occurred, outlmmg the steps of the lmpeachment process and expressing emotional content
such as sadness or d1scouragement that a pres1dent was being impeached. One teacher stressed an |
approach common to these teachers, when noting that she said, "..._certain issues can cause impeachment
to occur. 1kept it.vague."
Both those teachers who did and did not teach about.impeachment viewed elementary school |
students as too young to consider the issues found in President Clinton's irnpeachment. All tWenty-two
_teachers made comments-similar to that of one who said, " . . the reasons behmd the unpeachment are
less than savory: They are just too sexual for this age 1 can't see-how I could teach about itto elementary |
students when these are: the reasons for the unpeachment " |

Those teachers who taught about unpeachment were teaching at the third through ﬁfth grade

levels. All teachers agreed that unpeachment was too abstract an issue for kindergarten through grade two_ B |

students. Only two of the ten K-2 teachers-said their children mentioned the nnpeachment in class Both
teachers chose to divert the d1scuss1on to other topics rather than to address 1mpeachment They did s0
because they vrewed the issue, first, as too abstract, and second, as touching on sexual issues not

: annronriate for discussion-with such young children.

Middle/Secondary Teachers. Like their elementary counterparts, these teachers felt that the

. impeachment was an important event in our history and society. However, only two of these teachers

ERIC 13
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. encouraged student discuss1on of the issue. The tvvo teachers (one mrddle school one high school teacher)
both taught in the c1ty school system. The high school teacher taught govemment and the middle school
teacher world history The high school government teacher stated

My students are 18 years old. I talk about a lot of things with‘theml--drugs; drinking... .I cannot
pick and choose what is acceptable; They have to have the freedom to discuss society in my
class.. ;"Ihe factthat this all centered on the President of the United States makes it even more.
necessary to explore it.."' .
Teachers, who were not addressing the impeachment. explained that they were not doing so
because it was not part of therr cumcula A world geography teacher stated that she was not discussing the
' 1mpeachment in her classes since 1t did not link directly to the content of geography and was not part of the |
. curriculum. She explained " not until you get into govemment and economics our senior year are you
talkmg about those kinds of things." | |
'Five other teachers also avoided discussion of this issue saying that it was not part of their
curriculum. Hovvever, the sexual aspects of this event seemed to be one of the reasons for this avoidance.
A high school teacher explained: T guess I reallytried to avoid it...Sorne of them have read everything
about it and they d_on‘t hesitate to tell you...I just tell them, "That's your own information and that's fine,
but those kinds of things, .we don't need to share vvith everybody " -One middle school teacher whose -
-curriculum covered govemment issues sa1d that she would "only teach what she had to...I avoid talking
. about it in my class." A middle school US history teacher was concemed about the sexual nature ofthe :
| topic. When asked how she addressed the topic in her classes she stated:
As professronally as possrble maybe I should _]USt come and address it, but I don't IfI have a . |
| question from a student I try to answer the question as obJectively as possrble Ihaven’t at any |
point said. 'Let's talk about the President and the situation he's in now'. |
This teacher explamed that she would have explained that she would have been more open to teachmg
about the nnpeachment process 1f sexual topics were not so mextricably linked to the 1mpeachment She .

was. uncomfortable dealing with the sexual aspects especially w1th the mrddle school students

| ' BESTCOPY AVAILABLE
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Effects of Parents' Views

Elementary Teachers. All the teachers expressed concerns about how parents would view any

drseussron of the impeachment of Presrdent Chnton and of the impeachment process They said they
| beheved most of therr students' parents held strong oprnrons in relation to the presrdentral 1mpeachment and
would not ‘tolerate teaching that might result in their chrldren ] questronmg of the parents' views. One
teacher stated
‘ . many parents are very rehglous They are concemed about the sin associated with vyhat has
-been going on. They don't want their children to get any ideas that you can sin and get away
: with it. So, considering the rrnpeachmcnt might make them think the children wou_ld find
. reasons to think it is OK. Mostly, though they would be really upset because they don't want us
dlscussmg sexual stuff with their chrldren and it is hard to avoid with this unpeachment |
Teachmg only about the rmpeachment process and avordmg the ongoing presrdentra]
nnpeachment would still offend many parents according to all of these teachers Parents would be
_concerned and offended because they would think it is not possrble to dlsconnect the lmpeachment
process from 'the current irnpeachment. Also, teachers thought many parents would regard the
: ixnpeachrnent process as a topic too abstract for elementary school children, particularly those in |
kmdcrgarten through grade 3. |
| All of the teachers who chose to teach about rmpeachment notified parents a few days in
advance. Each teacher stréssed the focus of the discussion as the rmpeachment process rather than the =~
: ongomg presrdentral 1mpeachment No parent expressed concern with the teacher's decrsron
Four teachers among the twenty-two mtervrewed made generahzatrons about their students'.
parents which they applied to the teachmg of any controversral issue. These teachers all- mentroned that
- some parents ob_|ect about almost everything that seems to be controversial to them Two teachers - -
| descnbed most of their students' parents as very opinionated and wantmg to shelter their chrldren from the ,
world. One teacher described a game played recently in which chlldren were considered "word wrzards" if .
‘they could'spell a. set of yvordg giyen. Several parents object_ed to what they considered the teaching of a

pagan religion involving wizards. Based on these objections, this teacher inferred that teaching about the
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impeachment or even the process of impeachment would bring forth many objections from the parents of .

her students. -

Middle /Secondary Teachers. Overall these teachers did not seem concerned w1th the parents’ _
views of what was taught. These teachers were affected by other factors in their decision-making (e. 2.,
state curriculum testing). Pamcularly, at the hlgh school level, thé teachers explamed that they had such
few 1nteractions w1th their students' parents, they were unaffected by parental concems The mlddle school :
teacher who taught about the 1mpeachment in her world history class stated that she felt that student interest
and concern was more important than the parents' ob_|ections She explained that i in many of the
dlSCUSSlOnS references were made about the sexual aspects of the 1mpeachment process ‘She felt itwas
necessary to address this area and did so with no fear of repercussrons from parents.
A middle school civics teacher avoided the topic, as she stated --"for a reason. " She explained that
during her first year of teaching,' she used a primary document that _included a derogatory word for Affrican |
‘Amﬂicans. Aﬂer, that for two years, a parent attempted to have the teacher removed from her teaching
po‘sition. This had a huge impact on the teacher who said "I mean I honestly thought about quitting. ..It just
brings up emotions now to think about it..." As a result, she was reluctant to do anything that could be
construed as controversial in her classroom.

Current Controversial Issues Taught

Elementary Teachers. Teachers were querred regardlng any other controversial issues gettmg a

. lotof media attention they mlght have taught or chose not to teach when students brought them up in
class The followrng issues were mentioned as current controversral issues: |
whether students should be required to wear uniforms as are students in some neighboring |
school systems, | | |
e  whetheritis appropriate for the school to ban beepers and cell phones from the building,
e the location of a proposed brrdge over the river in the city,
e the case ofa Judge who posted the Ten Commandments in his courtroom and refused to »
‘remove them,
"o gun control, ‘
e school'p'rayer, and
BEST COPY AVAILABLE :
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°o whether the U.S.A. should send troops overs!eas to Kosovo and other places where internal '
conflicts are occurring. |
Students had brought up each of these issues in one or more classrooms
The first two issues, wearmg uniforms in school and the ban on beepers and cell phones, were
brought up in seventeen of the twenty-two teachers' classrooms. Fourteen teachers reported the bridge
issue. The proposed bridge would be close to the school and access roads would come through several
neighborhoods in which students lived. The case of the judge: postlng the Ten Commandments in his
courtroom was brought up in six classrooms and related to a _|udge in another part of the state. These four
issues were heavrly covered by local media. The other issues were brought up in three or four classrooms
" All of the teachers reported facilitatmg discussion of the following issues whether or not students - -
brought them up: school uniforms, the ban on beepers and cell phones and the location of the proposed
bridge. The following reasons were identiﬁed for facilitating discussion of these issues: the children have
a "stake" in the i issue, the issue is not abstract and the children can research the issue by interviewing and
surveying others and through reading newspapers and watching television reports. With each of these
issues, all of the teachers expected many parents to have strongly-held opinions. They expected that
most parents would view their children's investigation of the issue as practical, fostering usefiil
research and thinking skills, as an opportunity to form an opinion based on data collection, and as
non-threatening because.it would not be an investigation that strongly confronted parents' views.
Each of these expectations was mentioned by at least five teachers.
Two ﬂfth grade teachers encouraged their students to consider issues relating to whether |
the U.S.A. should sent troops to nations where strong internal conflicts were occurring. Both
.teachers said thelr students were mature enough to examine the issue and that they thought ﬁ
graders should be investigatlng ongomg events. Since there was a lot of media coverage and units
from the state had been sent overseas, the topic of Kosovo was relevant to their students and there -
were many opportunities to collect data about it rangmg from television coverage to Internet srtes to
~ discussions with family members. Both teachers expected smdents would ﬁnd a divergence of
opinion on this topic qualifving it as a c.urrent controversial issue, but that parents would be

* accepting of students' data collection and interpretation. Kosho as a topic was unlikely to, as one of
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the teachers said, ". . . stir up religious or sexual connotations." Instead, th.e other fifth grade teacher
noted, "Kosovo engages our emotions whenwe see people trudging to camps while their houses |
burn. Yet, it brings up big issues, like the role of the U.S.A%in peacekeepmg and whether we should
g0 in to try to solve other people s troubles " The first teacher gave a similar rationalc saymg,
The children can see that these people are havmg an awful time, and other people are havmg
~their cities bombed. They want to do something for the Kosovars. It makes them wonder how
.‘ things got to such a state “They are old enough to begm to look for reasons and to realize that -. .
the world has lots of problems. They are old enough to consider how we fit into this Can it
work if we intervene? Should we intervene? | |

Middle/Secondary Teachers Most of the middle and high school teachers explamed that they

did not address topics that were not part of the mandated state curriculum “The ninth grade world
geography teacher explamed that this was because of the nature of the course content. She stated: "We
(geography teachers and students) don't have as much (opportunity to discuss controversial issues) as I can
see in other classes" but, she explained there were "...some topics that we had different ideas about..
and these topics, mostly related to dilferent cultures, were discussed When her classes did address
controversial topics, she had a-structured format: .
...first of all they have to raise their hands and say what they are going to say- and nobody else
-will say anything. Nothmg can be said, zero, until this person is done and ifthereis a response to
that, you will raise your hand and we will talk about it. There is no screammg There isno yellmg, ..
Other teachers explamed that the mandated curriculum that had to be covered did not leave much
time for explonng "other topics " However many of the teachers mtervrewed tried to relate current events
' .mto their courses. For example, the 7“l grade civics teacher coonected the state's gubematorial election into
. their discuss1ons of voting and participation. In addition, a 7% grade world history teacher related aspects -
of the events in Kosovo into her world history lessons. - |
Although most of the teachers .were not comfortable discussing many current and controversial
issues in their classrooms four of the eight teachers were m_vo_lved with endorsmg school prayer before and :

after school hours. However they all explamed that that this actrvrty occurred before school hours and was

permitted by the district in which they taught
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School System Policy on Addressing Controversial Issues

Elementary Teachers. Gerzon (1997) suggested that school systems sometimes implement

decisions and policies that reduce the likelihood of students' investigation and discussion of.
controversial issues. When asked whether. their school system had a policy about addressing
controversial issues, the teachers vvere unsure None recalled reading such a policy Four said  they -
would have to look in the school system's manual, but were not sure there was such a policy. Two

’ mentioned the existence of a pollcy on appropnateness covermg the teachlng of topics such as
controversial issues. This policy gave teachers the responsrbility to decide whether a topic was
appropriate for their students and gave parents the right to mform teachers and prlncipals of their
concern when they consider a topic inappropnate Ten teachers said they were unsure about a policy but
maintained the "appropriateness" crlterlon not teachmg anything they consrdered mappropriate or
morally wrong. .

One teacher expressed the view that "Elementary schools try to ignore controversial topics,
espec ially like the unpeachment of the President. Because, a lot of the stuff about it is inappropriate for
our young students. We ignore it, so hopefully, the kids don't ask. But, if they ask, I will answer." Five -
other teachers expressed similar views. |

. Middle/Secondary Teachers. All of the teachers felt that there was a procedure for dealing with a

controverSial topic; however, none had ever participated in this policy. Four of the teachers beheved that ~ .
for certain topics (e. g abortion) parents should have the opportunity to "pull their children out of class" .

_ when such topics are addressed in classrooms. All of the teachers felt that there were times that the
adrninistrator should be contacted in. advance and parents could be notified. The two teachers, who were L
addressing the iinpeachment process in-depth, did not feel that parental notiﬁcation or administrative
consent should be sought when teaching that topic. The middle school teacher who had been taken to the
school board four years earlier simply did not address controversial,issues. o |
Current Events |

) Elementary Teachers. While these teachers indicated they had limited opportunities for

students to address controversial issues, all but four of the22 teachers tried to address current events

daily. One of the four not addressing current events daily instead did so weekly. The three remaining
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teachers were kindergarten through second grade teachers and said their students were too young to .
address what they conSidered the often-abstract ideas found In current events. However, each of these
teachers said "big events" was discussed in class. One teacher dcscribed these as . . . events that arein -
.the news everywhere and family members discuss them around the children." | .
‘Twelve teachers in the group trying to address current events daily said they encouraged »
students to bring in newspaper articles for discussion; Sionf these teachers said current events B
were part of the social studies course of study and they did not deduct time from social studies
lessons when they discussed current events. These six teachers were among those who thought
current events, although part of the social studies course of study, actually involved all subjects
and was an effective way to integrate content across disciplmes | A
Although many of these twenty-two teachers incorporate current events into their ~
curriculum all said controversial issues are not an integral part of their curriculum Three
teachers said there are some controversial issues that are part of their social studies curriculum but
these are based in history and current forms of these i Issues are not mtegral to their classroom
-curriculum. The examples of such issues given by these teachers included "segregation " "Native
Americans vs. the white settlers," and "how different groups got the right to vote.” All three
teachers expressed perspectives such as that of one, "ControverSial issues are a part of social.
studies, but I don't focus on them. I just do them as things come up in history. We do what they_ can
handle." | | |
| Many of the teachers sixteen out of twenty-two said they realized there was some
discontinuity between their willingness to involve students in discussion and investigation of
current events while their unwillingness to do so With controversial issues. One teacher identified . -
this discontinuity by saying, | | |
Itis strange. that I do current events every day but don't plan to do'contr_oversial
issues. Because when you do current events, you will hit on controversial
. issues. Mostly, if itis really controversial or has some moral connections Itry -
‘to move the children off the subject and on to the next article brought in. Of

course, sometimes a lot of children will brmg in something that is controversial I
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did get a lot of stuff on the President's impeachment. Then, you‘. can't avoid itor

move them off to soruething else. But, y_ou can give them some sketchy details

then move on. | | | o
Thirteen teachers brought up the criterion of appropriateness. ‘They would facilitate a discussion ofa
current event that was appropriate as one teacherexpressed ". .. the maturity level of the students." An '
issue Judged mapproprrate because of complexrty or for moral 1mplicatrons would be glven little attention _' :
and the children would be redlrected to another topic.

-Middle/Secondary Teachers. When asked, all of the teachers stated that current eyents should be _ '

addressed in all social studies classrooms All of the teachers said they connected current events to topics
they were teaching in their curricula when appropriate. However, few of the teachers discussed addressmg A
current events with the students on a regular basis. Agam the two teachers who were dealmg with the
impeachment were more likely to discuss a toprc because of student interest than the other teachers.
Additionally, another high school social studles teacher allowed time at the beginning of class on a regular
basis for students "ask questions about things theyhad heard in the news."

Four of the teachérs taught in schools that carried Channel 1. Each day, teachers were required to

show the Channel 1 presentation, at the beginning of homeroom. Most of the time, the teachers did not

~ address what was seen on Channel 1. A middle school, US history teacher explained the reason for this: .

"So we don't have time to talk to wander off onto subjects that I'm glad we don't have to talk about." She

- felt that they should view the progra_m on their own.

, Although five of the teachers did appear to be open to the idea of regular current events

. discussions, it seems that this would depend on the topic. Speciﬂcally, at the time of the interview process, :

a state gubernatorial electron was occumng and everyone except the world geography teacher was

discussmg this electron in hlS or her classes regardless of the course content. When asked why this toprc

was bemg addressed in her class a middle school teacher sard "This election really affects these l(ldS "
- However, the world geography teacher said: "...we just did mock elections last week and for ninth graders

~Idon't think it is a good idea.. They don't really know any difference between [candrdate Al and [candrdate

B]...Here they are having a mock election and they don't even know these people they are _]USt c1rclmg

somebody...A few of them know thmgs or they know kind of what their parents have said..." Overall, it .
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seemed that the teachers were course driven i in their inclusion of current events. ’I'he teachers mentioned
.' reluctance to stray from the currlculum because of content that "must be covered in the Course of Study."
Conclusl_ons and Implications |
The elementary teachers were not active participants in social studies professional development.
' As such they were representatlve of most elementary teachers (Sunal and Haas 1993). In contrast, the
_ middle and secondary teachers mtervrewed and surveyed were mvolved in the social studies organizations
For the elementary teachers, it may be possible to suggest that isolation from materials developed by social
studies professional orgamzatlons results in limited opportunities for impact on their views of teachmg
: controversial issues than materials developed for this purpose This does not explam the reluctance of the
social studies teachers mtervnewed or 37% of the teachers surveyed to address a controversial issue such as -
 the impeachment of President Clinton. -
The teachers surveyed and intervievved acknowledge the existence of current controversial issues
" and the wrdespread media coverage of some issues is clear to them. The elementary teachers interviewed
mostly chose not to address current controversral issues beyond those of local interest such as the proposed-
location of a bridge or whether the school should have a school un1fonn policy even when they are w1dely
discussed in the media and by many citizens. In addition, the elementary teachers interviewed seemed to
.consider current events and controverslal issues as separate ideas. On the other hand for the most part, the =
rniddle and secondary teachers mtervrewed stated that they dealt w1th current controversial issues When it |
~ was relevant to the course content These teachers did not devote class time for current events like their
. - elementary counterparts; for the most part, the middle and secondary teachers mterviewed tried to make
content information more relevant by relating it to current issues. - lhe teachers surveyed, overwhelmingly . .
: explamed that they addressed such i issues in their classroom although a smaller number dealt directly with
- the unpeachment N | | | |
Itis 1nterestmg to note that for the most part, these teachers surveyed and interviewed did not
identify the factors suggested by Soley (1996), Houser (1995), Dunfee (1978) and Wernet (1998): which
| mcluded time preparatlon and the need for mdepth study as reasons for not teachmg controversial issues
or the 1mpeachment They did, however, express concern about the issue of risk suggested by Hahn and

Tocci (1990) and Werner ( 1998) None of the teachers interviewed mentioned admimstrators asa I'lSk
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However, several elementary teachers and one middle school teacher interviewed mentioned parental

concerns as a potential risk factor. Additionally, nine of the teachers surveyed indicated that they would

© not receive support if parents objected to the teaching of controversial issues, particularly the

impeachment; however none-of the teachers surveyed indicated parental feedback as a concern.
Perhaps, more important than the issue of President Clinton's impeachment was the issue of the

teachers expressed personal offense at some of the factors highlighted in the impeachment Although

.some of the teachers decided to forego the discussion of the impeachment for the mandated curriculum

(Merry_ﬁeld, 1993); others expressed an avoidance of the topic because of its sexual nature, particularly at
the elementary and middle school levels. Still other teachers avoided discussion of the impeachment
because of their own discomfort with the sexual nature of the events related to the impeachement. This

was made evident by the elementary teacher interviewed who stated ". . . the reasons behind the

-impeachment are less than savory." Concern with sexual and moral aspects of the impeachinent were a

thread weaVing throughout interviewees' comments. In the instance of the issue of the presidential
impeachment teachers' personal judgements of the evidence they acquired about the issue, appeared to be

a ma)or factor in their consideration of whether to teach about it. A second major factor appeared to be

-"appropriateness.” These teachers expressed concern about whether this was an appropriate topic for their

students_ on the basis of two criteria, first, its moral implications, and second, for the elementary teachers,
its' meaningfulness since-it was an abstract and complex topic. .
- When discussmg other controversial issues and school systern policy, some teachers brought up

the criterion of appropriateness as necessarily considered in relation to any topic that may be taught For :

: example the elementary teachers interviewed involved their students in investigating local controversial

issues such as school unifoims and the location of a proposed bridge These topics were judged of interest

" to the elementary students appropriate in terms of meaningfulness appropriate in 1 terms of level of

: '_ compleXity, and likely to be- approved by parents

Interestingly, tremendous differences did not exist between the levels of middle and. high school

teachers interViewed Rather, the difference eXisted between school systems The teachers that were

‘more likely to address the topic were teaching in the city system of this area as opposed to the teachers

who were not discussing it who were teacliing in the county system Possibly, this could be due to the .
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community values and expectations (Laughlin & Hartoonian, 1595) of the more rural and suburban
schools in the county system. | |

.. However, there was consistency between all teachers in this research who s.aid that they addressed
current events in their classrooms The teachers surveyed reported that they "always include a range of
current events/topics in my social studies class(es)", while the middle/secondary teachers mterv1ewed
explamed addressing current events as it related to the mandated curriculum. On the other hand, the
elementary teachers interviewed stated that they make it a part of the school day because they view current
events as havmg meanmg to their students and their discussion as fostering the growth of knowledge and
of thinking skills It appears that the teachers in this study invoke the appropriateness criterion and steer
students away from topics they decide do not meet that criterion. Using this criterion however, also
results in the discussion and investigation of current controversial issues meeting the criterion.

Current events are seen by most of the teachers surveyed and interviewed as part of the social

studies curriculum. Several elementary teachers deducted the time spent on current events from the total
time spent on social studies while many others did not. There wasa divers1ty of perspectives here among

these elementary teachers The differences found in perspectives regarding whether current events should

"take away" from the social studies curriculum may be an indicator of the school cultures these teachers -

‘represented. In this instance, a shared perspective had not yet emerged among these teachers who brought

experience in eight different school cultures with them to this new school. For the middle and high school
teacher'in'ter.viewed,- most of the teachers addressed current issues as they related to the curriculum being
studied. Current state standardized testing issues could have an impact on these teachers' decisions about
what to address in the1r classrooms. |

' The results of this study suggest that many of the teachers were able to articulate a rationale for

o lunited mclusion of current controversial issues into the classroom They did not avord such i issues but .

o considered several factors when determmmg whether to facilitate students' investigation of an issue.

School system policy appeared to have little mﬂuence on these teachers decisions although they mvoked
what they perceived tobea school/syster_nwide or p_ersonal criterion of appropriateness. The elernentary

teachers reported parental views as having affecting their teaching. However, neither the

‘middle/secondary interviewed nor those middle/secondary teachers surveyed reported that parents' views
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impacted their inclusion of current controversial issues into their classrooms. However, for all levels, the

teacher's personal view of an issue also had an impact. A strong factor, for elementary and middle school

" teachers surveyed and interviewed, was the often-expressed concern with students' maturity level. This led

to consideration of questions such as, "Will-this issue be too abstract for my students?" and "Will this

issue be meaningful to my students?"

Indeed, social studies educators should be interested in the laéting influence certain issues/events

will have on their students and their decision-making behaviors as they move into adulthood. During the

past year, the media Speculatedthat social studies educators were examining the impeachrnent and were.
very conﬁdent their role of helping young people This research project suggests that thls view was
overgenerahzed Thls reporting failed to 1llustrate the factors that confront socxal studies teachers (e g.,
parental views, mandated curricula) as they attempt to address current and controversial issues in thelr
classrooms. Social studies educators should increase their dialogues across levels, between communities, -
and w_ithin the profession of social studies teaching in order to determine how they can most effectively

address the important task faced to nurture and prepare our future generations.
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