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This study explores social studies teachers’ self-reported instruction about teaching the 2020 election in U.S. secondary
schools. We analyzed survey responses from 1,723 secondary social studies teachers from 12 states (3 left-leaning, 3 right-
leaning, 6 battleground) collected in the weeks after the election, examining self-reported pedagogies, topics taught, and
overall frequency of teaching about the election. Respondents reported teaching about the election more frequently if they
taught courses in civics or government and/or if they had greater control over their curricula. Analyses indicated that teach-
ers’demographic characteristics, teaching contexts, and ideologies about civic education were related to the election-related
topics they taught and the instructional practices they employed. Our findings have important implications for educators,
administrators, policymakers, and others interested in strengthening civic learning.
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This study explores secondary school teachers’ self-reported
instruction about the 2020 presidential election, an unusu-
ally vitriolic contest that unfolded amidst one of the greatest
public health crises in global history. Teaching about elec-
tions can substantially strengthen students’ engagement in
public issues (Levy et al., 2016), but many educators have
recently been hesitant to integrate current political issues
into their course content (Costello, 2017). Whereas some
teachers exclude such content to avoid accusations of politi-
cal bias (Geller, 2020; McAvoy & Hess, 2013), others are
concerned about maintaining a positive classroom environ-
ment (Levy et al., 2016). Further, teachers’ own ideological
stances toward civic education can influence their instruc-
tional decision-making (Clark et al., 2020; Knowles, 2018).

The extreme political partisanship associated with the
2020 election coupled with the COVID pandemic created an
unusually heated context for teaching about elections and
related issues (Grossman et al., 2021). In our multistate
study, we examine the intersections among teachers’ civic
education ideologies, teaching contexts, and demographics
on the frequency and ways the 2020 election was taught.

civic education, democratic education, civic engagement, teaching elections

Findings strengthen our understanding of the opportunities
that students have (or do not have) to learn about vital politi-
cal issues during highly contentious and politically charged
election cycles.

Background

Central to this study is our belief that educators, as vital
instructional and curriculum gatekeepers (Kaka & Hollstein,
2022; Thornton, 2005), should help students learn to engage
thoughtfully and participate actively in the political world
(Hinchliffe, 2010). This requires educators to support stu-
dents’ understanding of civic life and public issues (Rebell,
2018); and over the past several decades, standards in many
U.S. states have begun to reflect this notion (e.g., Michigan
Department of Education, 2019; New York State Education
Department & University of the State of New York, 2014).

There are numerous, valuable ways to engage in civic
issues (Levine, 2007), but this study focuses on education
for electoral participation because elections are a widely
accessible method of choosing leaders and shaping policies
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that affect our everyday lives. Despite recent upticks in
political participation, more than 3 in 10 eligible voters in
the United States did not vote in the 2020 presidential elec-
tion (Fabina & Scherer, 2022), and U.S. voter turnout rates
have typically been lower than those of most other devel-
oped countries (Desilver, 2017). Furthermore, young
Americans have participated at lower rates than their older
counterparts (Center for Information and Research on Civic
Learning and Engagement [CIRCLE], 2020), which allows
political leaders to pay less attention to the needs of youth.

Civic leaders and educational scholars have consistently
expressed concern over schools’ limited efforts to prepare
youth for political participation, including educators’ avoid-
ance of controversial political issues in classrooms (Hess &
McAvoy, 2015). This study seeks to identify factors that
affect these decisions during a moment of widespread politi-
cal interest, a heated presidential election.

What Are the Benefits and Challenges of Studying
Elections?

Studying public issues in school, including elections, can
support various dimensions of students’ civic and political
engagement (e.g., Hess, 2009). When students discuss and
explore controversial public issues, they often develop a
greater sense of political efficacy (Levy et al., 2016): the
belief that citizens can influence political processes. This
attitude is an especially strong predictor of political partici-
pation (Becker, 2004; Hahn, 1999; Kenski & Stroud, 2006;
Morrell, 2005; Wells & Dudash, 2007). Exploring political
issues also strengthens students’ political interest (Levy
et al., 2016), another robust predictor of civic action, includ-
ing their likelihood of voting (Prior, 2019). During election
seasons, youth notice political ads, yard signs, and adult con-
versations about politics. Teachers can leverage students’
heightened interest and increase it further by highlighting
ongoing debates among candidates and interest groups,
encouraging students to explore issues in ways that foster
procivic attitudes, and generating meaningful learning about
controversial topics, such as race, gender, abortion, and gun
ownership rights (Journell, 2012; Levy et al., 2016). Thus,
election seasons offer unique opportunities to support civic
and political learning.

Teaching about elections, however, can be challenging
and has grown increasingly so. Whereas students draw on
their background knowledge and experiences in all school
subjects (Donovan & Bransford, 2005), political issues are
entangled with values, morals, and emotions (Gutmann &
Thompson, 1996), so disagreements about such issues can
spark serious disagreements between and among students
and teachers. Certain public issues generate responses from
students that could be difficult for a teacher to navigate. For
example, some first-generation students in the United States
experienced the 2016 election as a deeply traumatic event,

as they feared the deportation of their families (Sondel
et al., 2017).

In addition, political differences among students have led
to more contentious classroom environments and increased
instances of bullying (Rogers et al., 2019). A nationally rep-
resentative study of over 600 high school principals indi-
cated that most schools have experienced partisan political
tensions that have led to demeaning and hateful remarks
among students with opposing views (Rogers & Kahne,
2022). Meanwhile, numerous states, such as Texas and
Florida, have passed laws limiting instruction about certain
important public issues, some of which are closely related to
elections (Stout & Wilburn, 2022). These trends could dis-
courage many teachers from teaching about important issues
that could ignite passionate or emotional responses.

In this heated political climate, teachers may receive neg-
ative feedback from parents and community members about
their efforts to teach controversial public issues, and many
fear that they will be accused of bias or trying to indoctrinate
students (Geller, 2020; Pollock et al., 2022; Stoddard et al.,
2022). Amid such tensions, many teachers have maintained
their commitment to teaching about controversial issues, but
others have developed the practice of ending classroom
exchanges that they perceive as highly emotional
(DiGiacomo et al., 2021). Reflecting this trend of avoiding
potentially contentious issues (Hess, 2009; Hess & McAvoy,
2015), one large survey found that many teachers were hesi-
tant to teach about the 2016 election (Costello, 2017). Given
this context, it is important to examine how and under what
conditions teachers are most likely to guide instruction that
helps students understand elections, the vital issues at stake,
and ways to engage in the process.

Conceptual Framework

To frame our study, we consider various factors that shape
teachers’ decision-making regarding the frequency, meth-
ods, and substance of teaching about elections, including
teachers’ civic education ideologies as well as contextual
and demographic variables that often shape instruction. Our
overall conceptual framework is represented in Figure 1, and
the research to support this framework is summarized just
below and more extensively in the following sections.

As indicated in Figure 1’s outer ring, broad contextual
factors inevitably shape all our experiences. In civic and
social studies education specifically, the political climate,
including political polarization and highly contested election
cycles, is related to instruction because students often bring
ideas from the broader context into the classroom (Costello,
2017). In addition, educational standards and mandates
shape the curriculum, and school administrators lend vary-
ing degrees of support to certain types of instruction and to
teacher autonomy in general, which in turn affect teachers’
curricular choices (Journell, 2022: Stoddard et al., 2022).
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FIGURE 1.

Acknowledging these broad contextual variables is vital for
understanding how and why educators teach about elections.
In addition, research has long found that teachers’ back-
ground characteristics can affect student outcomes (Darling-
Aduana, 2021; Kini & Podolsky, 2016).

Furthermore, teachers’ civic education ideologies affect
their instruction and students’ concrete civic outcomes
(Westheimer & Kahne, 2004). For example, teachers with
liberal civic education ideologies (defined below) are more
likely to guide students in political discussions, and partici-
pating in discussions supports students’ development of
political interest (Kahne et al., 2013; Knowles, 2018), a
good predictor of political participation (Prior, 2019). On the
other hand, teachers with conservative civic education ide-
ologies, who use more direct instruction, are more likely to
foster students’ understanding of traditional civic knowledge
(Knowles, 2018). These civic education ideologies can exist
to varying degrees within any individual, and Figure 1 illus-
trates these potential overlaps.

Whereas prior research has found that contextual factors
and teachers’ civic education ideologies influence instruc-
tional decision-making, scholars have not yet examined how
these factors affect teaching about elections or the employ-
ment of certain “best practices” in civic education (Gould
et al., 2011). The present study begins to fill this research
gap, adding nuance to our understanding of civic education.
Building on decades of earlier scholarship, we examined
how educators’ civic education ideologies and broader con-
textual factors affect their instruction about civic issues,
including political topics and pedagogy.

Differing Ideologies in Civic Education

Research indicates that just as our ideas shape our actions
(and vice versa), educators’ perspectives on civic education
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Civic education ideologies and contextual and demographic factors that shape civic instruction and learning.

will shape their teaching and, consequently, student out-
comes. Two decades ago, Westheimer and Kahne (2004)
found that ideologies can affect student learning. After iden-
tifying three “types of citizens”—personally responsible,
participatory, and justice-oriented—their study of several
youth programs found that instruction embedded with the
latter conception led to greater political interest and critical
perspectives than the two former types of instruction. On the
other hand, traditional instruction, which focuses on factual
learning and neutrality, could foster antidemocratic orienta-
tions among some students (Ross, 2006).

In addition to the “three types of citizens” identified by
Westheimer and Kahne (2004), political scientists have
identified a variety of civic orientations for educators to con-
sider. It is worth noting that across these studies, the spec-
trum of civic orientations moves from standard, performative
(e.g., voting) to more deeply engaged civic action (e.g.,
active participation in political party or community service)
(Ekman & Amna, 2012; Nussbaum, 1996). Considering this
spectrum amidst these varying frames can help educators
reflect on their own orientations and how these might affect
their instruction (Cohen, 2019).

For the present study, we draw on a well-established and
theoretically robust framework of civic education ideologies.
In a thorough review of numerous texts exploring “discourses
of citizenship,” Abowitz and Harnish (2006) identified three
broad themes in prior literature: civic republican, liberal, and
critical. Whereas civic republican discourses emphasize core
civic knowledge and service to one’s political community,
liberal discourses prioritize individual liberty, equality, and
the rights of individuals to pursue their own ideal of the good
life. The third broad category includes critical perspectives
on citizenship, which aims to expand conceptions of human
freedom by focusing on discriminatory exclusions, such as
those based on gender, ethnicity, and race.
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Building on this scholarship, Knowles (2018) used simi-
lar categories to analyze survey responses from secondary
social studies teachers. His factor analyses surfaced three
categories of civic education ideology: liberal, conservative
(similar to “civic republican” above), and critical. (These
terms, especially liberal and conservative, should not be
confounded with the political meanings of those terms.)
Knowles found that teachers who held a more liberal civic
education ideology were less likely to pursue traditional
teacher-led instruction than those with more conservative
perspectives on civic education. Teachers who self-identi-
fied with a critical perspective on civic education associated
with collaborative research-based instruction.

Though not to be conflated with civic education ideology,
political beliefs also influence how teachers teach and
choose content for instruction about politics and elections.
In research examining how teachers taught about presiden-
tial elections, Journell (2012) found partisanship openly
influenced educators’ pedagogy—even as teachers professed
to follow a policy of nondisclosure. Motivated reasoning,
whereby personal, implicit biases influence (or motivate)
actions, has been theorized to partially account for how indi-
viduals assess and make judgements on the veracity of polit-
ical content (Kahne & Bowyer, 2017). Furthermore, Clark
and colleagues (2020) found that teachers’ political leanings
(politically liberal to conservative) affected how they viewed
the credibility of news sources, suggesting that how content
is presented to students is not agnostic in nature. Thus, prior
research suggests that the content and form of civic educa-
tion is shaped by teachers’ conceptions of civic education as
well as by their personal and political convictions. The pres-
ent study explores this phenomenon in the context of a presi-
dential election.

Contextual and Demographic Factors That Shape Civic
Education

Although teachers’ curricular decisions are shaped by
their own perspectives (Kaka & Hollstein, 2018), their
instruction is also influenced by a variety of contextual vari-
ables, including state curricula, graduation requirements,
content standards, and other local factors. Forty-three states
and Washington, D.C. now require civic education as part of
a course curriculum or as a standalone class, but there is con-
siderable variability in the type of civic instruction students
experience (Hansen et al., 2018). Only about half of all states
include language in their standards or curriculum frame-
works related to democratic processes, but even fewer (11
states to date) make specific mention of more active pedago-
gies (e.g., service learning). In short, students’ access to
civic education varies substantially by state, and within
states, access to high quality civic education often varies by
socioeconomic status (Fitzgerald et al., 2021; Kahne &
Middaugh, 2008).

Nonetheless, recent research suggests that certain condi-
tions can facilitate educators’ teaching about politics, even
during politically heated times. In a nationwide survey exam-
ining how social studies teachers taught about the 2018 mid-
term elections, Stoddard et al. (2022) found that having
curricular autonomy and shared goals with colleagues made
social studies educators more likely to teach about the elec-
tion, regardless of the political context in which the schools
were situated. In addition, a substantial body of evidence
indicates that school and classroom demographic variables
are associated with how civics is taught in schools. For exam-
ple, when students are in classrooms where a higher percent-
age of students are from high socioeconomic backgrounds,
those students are more likely to have engaging social studies
learning activities, such as debates and mock trials (Kahne &
Middaugh, 2008). Yet students in classrooms with diverse
demographic, less partisan profiles have been associated with
high-quality instructional practices and a willingness to con-
sider multiple perspectives (Clark, 2018; Jacobsen et al.,
2012). Meanwhile, teachers with more classroom experience
tend to be more effective at supporting students’ learning in
general, in both academic and nonacademic domains (Kini &
Podolsky, 2016). The present study builds on this earlier
work, this time exploring the elements that facilitate educat-
ing youth about a heated presidential contest.

Research Questions

Previous studies have examined how teachers’ instruc-
tional decision-making in the civic domain is related to their
civic education ideology (e.g., Knowles, 2018), broad con-
textual variables (Stoddard et al., 2022), and teacher charac-
teristics (Clark et al., 2020). However, few studies have
attempted to explore how these various factors coalesce and
how they affect various aspects of teachers’ civically ori-
ented pedagogy, including the topics taught and frequency
of teaching about an election. This exploratory study, situ-
ated in a politically charged environment, addresses this gap
by analyzing how teachers reported teaching about the 2020
election. The following research questions framed our study:

1. How often did a sample of secondary social studies
educators report teaching about the 2020 election?
To what extent were their civic education ideologies,
teaching contexts, and demographics associated with
the frequency of teaching about the election?

2. What 2020 election-related topics did a sample of
secondary social studies educators report including
in their instruction? To what extent were their civic
education ideologies, teaching contexts, and demo-
graphics associated with teaching about these topics?

3.  What pedagogies did a sample of secondary social
studies educators report using to teach about the
2020 election? To what extent were teachers’ reported



civic ideologies, teaching contexts, and demograph-
ics associated with their pedagogies?

Methods
Sample

To address our research questions, we analyzed quantitative
survey data from a sample of 1,723 U.S. secondary (middle and
high school) social studies teachers in 12 states—3 predomi-
nantly “blue” states (Colorado, New Mexico, New York), 3 pre-
dominantly “red” states (Indiana, Ohio, South Carolina), and 6
“battleground” states (Arizona, Michigan, Florida, North
Carolina, Pennsylvania, and Wisconsin). The six battleground
states were chosen based on data provided by Ballotpedia.'
These battleground states were of particular interest because
political advertisements and related messaging disproportion-
ately bombard these areas (Ridout & Fowler, 2012), potentially
shaping the frequency and direction of election coverage in
classrooms as well. We selected the six nonbattleground states
for comparison based on their geographical proximity and cul-
tural similarity to each of the battleground states. The sampling
frame for each of these states was provided by Marketing Data
Retrieval, Incorporated (MDR), a national education marketing
company.

To collect our data, we distributed a carefully developed
online survey (described below) to approximately 37,000
potential participants on November 19, 2020, about 2 weeks
after Election Day, sent three follow-up email reminders
(once per week after Thanksgiving week), and closed the
survey on December 20, 2020. Potential participants were
screened for eligibility to establish that they were teaching
two or more social studies classes where elections are typi-
cal topics of study, such as U.S. history or civics, in a U.S.
secondary school during the fall of 2020. Of those who con-
sented to participate, 1,723 completed the survey, which
provided a 4.66% response rate. Prior research suggests low
survey response rates during COVID was national trend
(National Center for Education Statistics [NCES], 2022);
various pressures on teachers during the prevaccine era
likely impacted responses and response rates. Some school
districts restricted access to teachers for research in 2020,
and some teachers were required to teach out-of-field during
the apex of the pandemic, potentially skewing who had
access to the survey and who was eligible to participate.” We
conducted additional bias estimate tests to examine the dif-
ference in distribution between the sample and the sampling
frame (Table 1). Results indicated potential oversampling in
Wisconsin and undersampling in Florida and New York.
While we acknowledge the low response rate overall and the
overrepresentation of participants in certain states, this is an
unusually robust sample in the field of social studies educa-
tion, and the field of social studies lacks large-scale research
on teachers’ instructional decision-making appraisals (e.g.,
Clark et al., 2020; Fitchett & Heafner, 2017). The current
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study thus provides one of the largest cross-sectional analy-
ses to date of social studies teachers’ perspectives on teach-
ing about political issues.

For most of our analyses, we selected respondents who
reported that they taught about the 2020 election at least
once (n = 1,578). We made this decision because we were
interested in analyzing the topics and the instructional strate-
gies used during instruction about the 2020 election. Based
on these criteria, we did not have any missing data to impute
since questions about teaching the election required respon-
dents to report having taught about the election at least once.

Survey Instrument

We developed the survey instrument by adopting and
adapting scales validated in prior studies of civic educa-
tion. Specifically, the survey included items and instru-
ments tightly linked to our research questions, including
the CivID scale by Knowles (2018), items developed by
Stoddard et al. (2022) in a previous study on teachers’
reported instructional decision-making during the 2018
election, items from the NCES Schools and Staffing Survey
(NCES, 2012), and previously validated scales focused on
civic education teaching practices, engaging in controver-
sial issues, and open classroom climate (Godsay & Sullivan,
2014; Rogers & Westheimer, 2015; Torney-Purta et al.,
2001).

After establishing that participants were teaching at least
two class periods of secondary social studies in the U.S. (let-
ting those who did not do so exit the survey), we asked par-
ticipants how frequently they taught about the election
overall: “THIS FALL, how often did you teach about the
2020 election? ” Participants had six response options rang-
ing from never to daily.’

To explore our second research question, we asked par-
ticipants whether or not (yes/no) they had taught about key
election issues (Godsay & Sullivan, 2014; Rogers &
Westheimer, 2015) in their “focus class” (i.e., the class in
which teachers spent the most time teaching about the elec-
tion). These topics, compiled from polling data on key issues
likely voters care about (Pew Research Center, 2020), were
divided into two categories: perennial topics (e.g., the elec-
toral college and the economy) and hot-button topics (e.g.,
protests for racial justice, COVID pandemic, and election
interference).*

To explore our third research question, the survey
included several items about the use of election-related ped-
agogies in the focus class. One set of Likert-type items asked
how often (never to daily) participants required students to
engage in certain activities during the fall election season,
such as conduct research on election-related issues, debate
the election in class (i.e., election topics), or talk about the
election with family members. In addition, we administered
dichotomous (yes/no) items when asking if teachers required
their students to engage in the following: participate in a



TABLE 1
Demographic Characteristics of the Sample (n = 1,578)

Demographic N Percentage
Frequency of teaching 2020 election Once or twice 272 17.20%
1-2 times a month 249 15.80%
Weekly 478 30.30%
2-3 times a week 334 21.20%
Daily 245 15.50%
Teaching state (difference from sample frame) AZ 65 4.10% (0.4)
CO 131 8.30% (2.4)
FL 231 14.60% (-4.5)
IN 117 7.40% (1.9)
MI 112 7.10% (1.0)
NC 143 9.10% (-1.7)
NM 17 1.10% (0.1)
NY 172 10.90% (-5.2)
OH 147 9.30% (-1.7)
PA 116 7.40% (-2.7)
SC 88 5.60% (0.0)
WI 239 15.10% (0.2)
Battleground state Yes 906 57.40%
No 672 42.60%
Female teacher Yes 624 39.50%
No 954 60.50%
Middle grades teacher Yes 566 35.9%
No 1012 64.1%
Non-White teacher Yes 180 11.40%
No 1398 88.60%
Teach a low-socioeconomic-status (SES) Yes 888 56.30%
school
No 690 43.70%
Beginning teacher Yes 114 7.20%
No 1464 92.80%
Teach civics Yes 636 40.30%
No 942 59.70%
Voted for Joseph Biden in election Yes 972 61.60%
No 606 38.40%
Total 1578 100.00%

Note. A total of 146 respondents (8.46%) were selected out of the study because they did not teach the 2020 election.

mock election, watch a presidential debate, watch election ideologies were related to certain kinds of instruction (as
night coverage, and (pre)register to vote. noted in the literature review above), we also examined

Because prior research indicated that student demograph- these issues in the survey. To measure teachers’ civic educa-
ics, contextual factors, and teachers’ civic education tion ideologies, we included a subset of the CivID inventory
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(Knowles, 2018). Next, to understand participants’ instruc-
tional contexts, the survey asked teachers about their work-
place and community climates (e.g., autonomy, political
ideology). To gauge teachers’ backgrounds and experiences,
we asked if they taught civics or government, had voted for
Biden, and viewed COVID as hindering their ability to teach
content (see Table 1 for descriptive statistics). We also asked
several questions to capture demographic information about
our teacher participants, including their gender, race, teach-
ing experience (in years), level of teaching (middle or high
school), and whether they taught in a battleground state.

The full survey was reviewed by a group of five civic
education experts to better ensure face validity. These civic
education researchers had experience with quantitative
methods, survey development, and the topics included in
the instrument, including civic education ideological
beliefs and the teaching of controversial issues. Experts
received an early draft of the survey and were invited to
comment on each item, especially questions aligned with
their areas of expertise. For example, one researcher with
expertise in teachers’ civic education identities was asked
to review the overall survey but was also asked to give
comments and suggestions on the battery of items directly
related to civic education ideology. Based on the collective
feedback, the survey was carefully revised before dissemi-
nation. Although we are interested in classroom practice,
we acknowledge, as external reviewers pointed out, that
this survey generated self-reports of such practices.
Therefore, when describing our results below, we refer to
teacher reported instructional decision-making and per-
ceived alignment with community values.

Data Analysis

After collecting these quantitative data, we conducted
descriptive and regression analyses to explore answers to
our research questions. To answer our first research ques-
tion, we chose as the dependent variable an item measuring
the frequency with which teachers taught about the 2020
election. For the second research question, we derived
dependent variables from items about the election topics that
teachers addressed in their classrooms. To answer our third
research question, we drew dependent variables from the
two inventories in the survey related to pedagogy.

For our descriptive analyses, we examined the frequencies
of certain responses, such as how many teachers reported
teaching about the election daily or addressing certain elec-
tion-related topics in their classrooms. Our regression models,
however, were more complex, as they included numerous
independent variables, fitting into three categories: civic edu-
cation ideology, teaching context, and teacher characteristics
(or demographics).

With the 14 civic education ideology items (from the
CivID scale), we conducted a factors analysis using principal
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axis factoring with varimax rotation. Factor scores were gen-
erated from the analysis as independent variables. They
aligned with the civic education ideologies identified by
Knowles (2018): critical (belief that civic education should
focus on issues related to social justice, systemic racism, and
other critical forms of citizenship; o0 = .931), liberal (belief
that civic education should focus on issues of individual
rights, exploring multiple perspectives of an issue, and the
like; o0 = .813), and conservative (belief that civic educa-
tion should promote American exceptionalism, free market
values, and the like; o = .836). See Table Al in the online
supplementary material for a comprehensive description of
the items incorporated into these factors. As noted in prior
studies, civic education ideologies should not be conflated
with teachers’ political leanings. Rather, each ideological
perspective represents a set of teachers’ beliefs about the top-
ics and pedagogies that should be emphasized in civic educa-
tion (Abowitz & Harnish 2006; Knowles, 2018), and each
teacher may have multiple ideologies.

Using factor analysis, we also created scale scores as
independent variables aimed at measuring aspects of the
teaching context, including items related to classroom con-
trol (i.e., agency over content and curricular materials; o0 =
.769) and community-teacher value alignment (i.e., items
measuring the participant’s view that key community stake-
holders share the same values as that teacher participant;
o = .775). In addition, two single items were used: one
measuring the teacher’s appraisal of conservatism in the
community (very liberal = 1 to very conservative = 5) and
a self-reported measure of about the predominant socioeco-
nomic status (SES) of the school’s students (see Table 1).
See Table A2 in the supplementary material for more infor-
mation on how these variables were constructed.

Because we were initially interested in examining poten-
tial variance in teaching the election by state, including dif-
ferences between battleground and non-battleground states,
we used hierarchical linear modeling (HLM) software to
examine the intraclass coefficient (ICC) of teachers nested
among states. Results indicated that less than 10% of the
variance of frequency in teaching the election could be
attributed to state designation. This a priori analysis sug-
gested that variance in teaching about the election was asso-
ciated with more local factors (e.g., teacher characteristics
and perceived community values) than by state context.
Rather than excluding the battleground state designation
altogether, we decided to model it as a contextual variable
within single-level models rather than employing multilevel
models (Hox, 2010).

Our final analytical models were constructed as follows,
using the dependent and independent variables outlined
above. To answer the first research question, we conducted
an ordinal regression with SPSS’s PLUM command. To
answer the second research question, we conducted logistic
regressions across each of the hot-button and perennial
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topics. Finally, to answer our third research question, we
conducted both logistic regressions and ordinal regres-
sions, depending on whether the outcome variable was
dichotomous or ordinal. Findings from these analyses are
described below. For a full description of multinomial and
binomial parameter estimates, refer to Table A3 and Table
A4 in the supplementary materials in the online version of
the journal.

Results
Frequency of Teaching About the 2020 Election

Most respondents in our sample reported teaching about
the election (Figure 2), with 61% of the sampled teachers
reporting teaching the election weekly or more often. As
detailed below, a variety of variables made it more likely
that they would teach it, including civic education ideolo-
gies, teaching contexts, and demographic variables.

Civic Education Ideologies and Election Teaching Fre-
quency. Teachers’ beliefs about civic education were
related to the frequency of election-related instruction in
the classroom. Teachers who expressed views that might
seem diametrically opposed yet operate within the bounds
of traditional civic education ideologies—Iliberal and con-
servative orientations—were more likely to teach about
the election, controlling for teaching experience, race, sex,
and other background variables (see Table 2). The odds of
teaching about the election increased 14.5% for each stan-
dard deviation increase in conservative civic education
ideology,” and a more liberal view of civic education was
associated with a 17% increase in the odds of teaching
about the 2020 election. However, having a critical per-
spective on civic education, (i.e., questioning existing
institutional structures) was not associated with more
teaching about the election. This suggests that conserva-
tive and liberal civic education ideologies may be more
supportive of our electoral system than critical civic edu-
cation ideologies.

Teaching Context and Election Teaching Frequency. When
teachers reported having greater curricular control, or
believed their values were more closely aligned with those
of their communities, they reported teaching about the elec-
tion more often, controlling for various background charac-
teristics (see Table 2). Neither teachers’ appraisal of
conservatism in their communities nor being in a predomi-
nantly low-SES school was significantly associated with
election teaching frequency. Reflecting on previous findings
(Stoddard et al., 2022), these results suggest that teachers
may be more likely to report teaching about potentially con-
troversial topics, such as elections, when they believe they
have curricular freedom and community support.

Demographics and Election Teaching Frequency. In con-
trast to prior findings (e.g., Pollock et al., 2022), neither
demographic variables nor background variables were
related to the reported frequency of teaching about the elec-
tion, notwithstanding a few notable exceptions. In our analy-
ses, race, sex, being a new teacher, being a Biden voter, and
living in a battleground state were unrelated to election
teaching frequency.

However, respondents who reported teaching civics or
government were more likely to teach about the election
(4.517 times more), and middle school teachers were less
likely than high school teachers to report teaching about the
election. As noted in research focusing on middle school
social studies instruction (e.g., Conklin 2010), the quality
and content of instruction is often affected by the structure of
the middle school (e.g., teach only social studies or multiple
subjects) and professional background of the teacher (e.g.,
their own content knowledge in the subject). This finding
might also be related to the fact that high school students are
closer to voting age, which may lead teachers to emphasize
elections more. Additionally, not every state mandates civic
instruction in the middle grades.

Which 2020 Election Topics Were Taught?

Our analyses indicated substantial variability in the
election-related topics that participants reported addressing
in their classrooms (see Figure 2). The most taught hot-
button topics were the COVID pandemic (87%), protests
for racial justice (69%) and the U.S. Supreme Court confir-
mation of Amy Coney Barrett (60%). Among perennial
topics, the electoral college (88%), the economy (60%),
and immigration (46%) were regularly addressed by teach-
ers in the sample. Across all topics, teachers who reported
teaching the election at least weekly were more likely to
guide instruction about hot-button issues and perennial
issues than were teachers who reported teaching about the
election less frequently.

Civic Education Ideologies and Election Topics Taught. Res-
ults of our regression analyses indicated certain civic education
ideologies correlated with participants’ likelihood to report
teaching certain hot-button issues (see Table 3). Teachers with
more critical perspectives on civic education were more likely
to report teaching about climate change/environmental issues,
voter suppression, the peaceful transfer of power, and protests
for racial justice, controlling for teachers’ sex, race, teaching
experience, and other background variables. Teachers with
more conservative civic education ideologies were less likely
to report teaching about voter suppression, racial justice, and
gerrymandering. Additionally, teachers with more liberal con-
ceptions of civic education were more likely to report teaching
about election interference. For perennial topics, having a
more conservative orientation to civic education was associ-
ated with a lower likelihood of reported teaching about the
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FIGURE 2. Teachers’ frequency of teaching about the 2020 election (N = 1,578).
Note. A total of 146 respondents (8.46%) reported that they did not teach the 2020 election. They are not represented above.

TABLE 2
Factors Related to the Frequency of Teaching the 2020 Election (Results of Regression Analyses)

Estimate SE exp(b) 95% Confidence Interval

Lower Bound  Upper Bound

[ELECTFREQ! = 1.00] 0.456 0.465 1.578 —0.454 1.367
[ELECTFREQI = 2.00] 1.444 0.465 4.238%** 0.533 2.355
[ELECTFREQI = 3.00] 2.957 0.469  19.248%%** 2.037 3.877
[ELECTFREQI = 4.00] 4.300 0.476  73.689%%** 3.367 5232
Civic education ideology  Critical 0.012 0.053 1.012 —-0.092 0.115
Conservative 0.135 0.053 1.145%%* 0.031 0.240
Liberal 0.157 0.056 1.170* 0.047 0.267
Teaching context Curricular control 0.237 0.018 1.091*** 0.051 0.123
Community-teacher value alignment 0.191 0.014 1.052%** 0.024 0.078
Community conservatism —-0.074 0.038 0.929 —0.148 0.001
Low-SES school 0.141 0.093 1.152 —0.042 0.324
COVID stress —0.041 0.034 0.960 —0.108 0.025
Teacher demographics Civics 1.616 0.101 4.517* 1.419 1.813
Biden voter 0.146 0.111 1.108 —0.071 0.363
Battleground state —0.038 0.093 0.962 —-0.220 0.143
Non-White 0.209 0.147 1.232 —0.079 0.497
Female —0.153 0.095 0.858 —0.340 0.033
Beginning teacher —0.239 0.178 0.788 —0.588 0.110
Middle grades -0.519 0.101 0.595%** —-0.716 —0.322

Note. Nagelkerke = .234.
*p < .05. *¥*p < .01. ***p < .001.

electoral college, but with an increase in reported teaching ideologies were more likely to raise challenging questions
about the economy and immigration. Teachers with liberal about our electoral system.

civic education ideologies were more likely to report teaching

about the economy and healthcare policy. These findings sug- Teaching Context and Election Topics Taught. Furthermore,
gest that teachers with critical and liberal civic education  teachers reporting greater alignment between their own



TABLE 3

Topics Taught About the Election (Results of Regression Analyses, N = 1,578)

Independent Variables Teacher
(Categorized): Civic Education Ideology Teaching Context Demographics
Topics Taught (Outcome Curricular Community-Teacher =~ Community Biden
Variables) Critical Conservative Liberal — Control Value Alignment  Conservativism Low SES  Civics Voter
Hot-button, current topics
COVID pandemic — — — — — — — 0.663* —
Supreme Court confirm. — — — — 1.046* — 0.680%**  2.043%*** —
(Barrett)
Climate change/enviro issues 1.324%%* — — — — 0.904* 0.779% — 1.310*
Election interference/security — — 1.220%* — — — — — —
Voter suppression/ 1.460%**  (.832%* — — — 0.902* — 1.299* 1.512%*
disenfranchise
Protest for racial justice 1.391%*%*  (.833* — — — 0.846* — — —
Redistricting/gerrymandering — 0.811%* — — — — — 4.013%** —
Peaceful transition of power  1.146* — — — 1.038* — — — 1.435%
Perennial topics
Economy — 1.343%*%*  1.151* — 1.037* — — — —
Immigration — — — 0.960* — 0.918* 1.319%* — —
U.S./China relations — 1.344%** — — — — 0.754* 0.614%* —
Electoral college — 0.736%* — — 1.057* — 4.241%** —
Campaign finance/funding — — — — — — 3.100%** —
Healthcare policy — — 1.168%* 0.945%* — — — — —

Note. Covariates also include battleground state, gender (female), middle/high school teacher (middle), beginning teacher (<3 years), race/ethnicity (non-white), Covid impact,
and frequency of teaching the election. Dashes indicate that the independent variable in question did not have a statistically significant association with the outcome variable at

the top of that row.

“Results from ordinal regression analyses.
"Results from logistic regression analyses.
*p <.05. *¥*p < .01, ***p < .001.

values and those of their local communities were more likely
to indicate teaching about certain hot-button issues, includ-
ing the Supreme Court nomination and the peaceful transfer
of power, as well as certain perennial issues, such as the
electoral college and the economy. Teachers appraising their
local communities as more conservative were less likely to
report addressing several hot-button election topics, includ-
ing voter suppression. Meanwhile, teachers reporting cur-
ricular control (i.e., greater autonomy) were less likely to
report teaching about immigration issues or healthcare. This
suggests that autonomy can go both ways, that is, teachers
with increased agency can choose to teach or to sidestep
divisive election-related issues. Overall, this indicates that
teachers’ perceptions of their teaching contexts can have a
substantial impact on what they teach about elections.

Demographics and Election Topics Taught. As with the
reported frequency of teaching about the election, being a
teacher of a civics or government course was closely related
to self-reported teaching about several hot-button and peren-
nial issues, including redistricting, campaign finance, and
voter suppression. In addition, self-reported Biden voters
were associated with an increased likelihood of teaching
about environmental issues, voter suppression, and the peace-
ful transfer of power.
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How Was the 2020 Election Taught?

Overall, teachers reported a variety of active and passive
pedagogies (see Figure 3). They most frequently reported
asking students to read articles on the election (85%), con-
duct research on election issues (69%), talk about the elec-
tion with family (58%) and debate the election in class
(54%). They reported less frequently engaging students in
mock elections (29%), encouraging voter registration (25%),
and mandating election night television viewing (33%). In
addition, our analyses found that various contextual factors
and teachers’ civic education ideologies were associated
with their reported pedagogical practices.

Civic Education Ideologies and Civic Pedagogy. Mirroring
prior studies (Knowles, 2018), we found teachers’ civic
education ideologies were related to their instructional
practices. An increase in conservative civic education ideol-
ogy was associated with various active and passive pedago-
gies (see Table 4). Specifically, a one-unit increase in
teachers’ conservative civic education ideology was associ-
ated with a 36% increase in the odds of the teacher asking
students to debate the election in class and a 35% increase
in the odds of a teacher requiring students to follow election
news via social media. Meanwhile, having a more critical
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Teachers’ self-reported use of various election-related pedagogies.

Note. The top portion of each bar represents teachers who taught about the election less than weekly.

civic education ideology (e.g., believing that youth should
understand the ramifications of systemic racism and class
privilege) was associated with significant, albeit moderate,
increases in the odds of requiring students to conduct
research on election issues, talk about the election with
family, and read news articles on the election, controlling
for background variables. Having a liberal civic education
ideology was not associated with increases or decreases in
specific pedagogies. These findings indicate that teachers
with both conservative and critical civic education ideolo-
gies reported engaging in active and passive pedagogies—
but that a more critical perspective led educators to
encourage deeper exploration of election-related issues.

Teaching Context and Civic Pedagogy. Educators’ percep-
tions of their own teaching context also affected their
reported instructional decision-making (see Table 4). Teach-
ers were less likely to require students to watch 2020 elec-
tion night coverage if they worked in communities that they
perceived to be more conservative (10% decrease in the
odds). On the contrary, teachers reporting a stronger align-
ment with their school communities’ values were more
likely to require students to engage in certain election-related
activities, such as conducting research, debating the elec-
tion, and following the election on social media. Meanwhile,
teachers’ perceptions of curricular control were associated
with two closely related pedagogies: requiring students to
conduct research on election issues and to read news articles

about the election. Overall, this suggests that educators were
more likely to structure engaging election-related learning
opportunities if they perceived that their instructional deci-
sions would not be challenged.

Demographics and Civic Pedagogy. Teachers of civics
and government courses were more likely than other social
studies teachers to report using most of the election-related
pedagogies that we listed on the survey, including requir-
ing students to conduct research, (pre)register to vote, and
watch debates. This finding suggests that civics and gov-
ernment courses are more common curricular spaces for
discussing, debating, researching, and otherwise learning
about elections compared to other social studies courses.
Other demographic variables, including teachers’ political
affiliation, were not statistically significantly associated
with instructional decision-making in our models. This is
likely because a greater proportion of the variance in
instructional decision-making was attributed to teachers’
civic educational ideological stance and the context in
which they worked. In the section below, we discuss these
findings and their implications for civic education and
future research.

Discussion

In this exploration of how educators taught about the 2020
election, we provide valuable insights on how educators’
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TABLE 4

Pedagogies Used to Teach about the Election (Results of Regression Analyses, N = 1,578)

Independent Variables Teacher
(Categorized): Civic Education Ideology Teaching Context Demographics
Teacher Pedagogies (Outcome Curricular Community-Teacher ~ Community Biden
Variables) Critical Conservative Liberal Control Value Alignment  Conservativism Low SES  Civics  Voter
Active pedagogies

Conduct research on election 1.140* — — 1.040* 1.028* — — 1.812%* —

issues”

Debate the election in class® — 1.360%*** — — 1.047%* — — 1.259* —

Talk about election with family® 1.132* 1.290%%* — — — — — — —

Participate in a mock election” — — — — — — — 1.546%**  —

Register to vote/preregister® — 1.301%%* — — — — — 2.285% —
Passive pedagogies

Follow news on social media® — 1.353%s%% — — 1.037* — — — —

Watch presidential/VP debate” — 1.299%%* — — — — — 2.206%**

Watch election night coverage” — 1.323%%* — — 1.032%* 0.902* — 1.624%**

Read news articles® 1.241%%* — — 1.072%%* — — — — —

Note. Covariates also include battleground state, gender (female), middle/high school teacher (middle), beginning teacher (<3 years), race/ethnicity (non-white), Covid impact,
and frequency of teaching the election. Dashes indicate that the independent variable in question did not have a statistically significant association with the outcome variable on

that row.

“Results from ordinal regression analyses.
"Results from logistic regression analyses.
*p <.05. **p < .01. ***p < .001.

teaching contexts, civic education ideologies, and demo-
graphics are associated with their self-reported instruction
about elections. Understanding how teachers reported engag-
ing students in election-related content during this election is
important not only because elections are a vital opportunity
for civic learning (e.g., Journell, 2011; Levy et al., 2016), but
also because this specific election involved two somewhat
new but ongoing challenges: (a) highly vitriolic campaigns
rife with disinformation, including during nationally tele-
vised presidential debates (Gill, 2022); and (b) hybrid or vir-
tual models of instruction because of the COVID pandemic,
which often meant limited time with students, restricted cur-
ricula, and the inability to develop classroom culture in the
same ways as educators can do in person (Grossman et al.,
2021). While COVID restrictions have diminished, school is
by no means back to “normal,” and heightened partisanship
and the impact of polarization in schools is likely to continue
for the foreseeable future.

Additionally, while past studies have highlighted the par-
tisan tension that has spilled into U.S. classrooms and con-
tributed to a hesitancy toward discussing politics in school
settings (Costello, 2017; DiGiacomo et al., 2021; Kiesa
et al., 2022), the current study brings to light other variables
associated with teaching the election. Results indicated that
perceived community partisanship and value alignment cor-
related with the content selection and election pedagogies.
However, our study also suggests that teacher instructional
decision-making is not wholly shaped by these contexts.
Other factors, particularly teachers’ beliefs on civic educa-
tion and their perceived classroom control, were closely
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related to what and how they reported teaching about the
2020 election. Therefore, our findings are unique, given the
timing of the survey, and useful for policymakers, teachers,
teacher educators, and school administration. Below, we
summarize this study’s contribution to the scholarship on
civic learning as well as implications for educational prac-
tice and research.

Scholarly Contribution

One of our clearest, and perhaps most obvious, findings is
that civics teachers were much more likely than teachers of
other social studies subjects to teach about the 2020 election,
to teach about various election-related topics, and to engage
in “best practices” in civic education (see Tables 2, 3, and 4).
Although many social studies teachers help their students
explore current political issues (e.g., Swalwell & Schweber,
2016), this study details how teachers in different social
studies courses varied widely in the amount and type of
instruction on the 2020 election.

Research has pointed towards the contributions of parti-
sanship and fear of community backlash in muting political
discourse (Costello, 2017; Hess & McAvoy, 2015). Our study
similarly highlights the importance of contextual factors in
teachers’ instructional decision-making. Teachers reported
teaching more about the election when they expressed having
a greater degree of classroom control and alignment with the
values in their school communities. Teachers were less likely
to teach about a variety of hot-button or potentially controver-
sial issues, including environmental issues and immigration,



when they viewed their communities as politically conserva-
tive. These findings align with prior studies (e.g., Stoddard
et al., 2022), which suggest teachers are more likely to teach
about controversial political issues when they perceive fewer
external constraints on their instruction. While this largely
trends true in our study, we also found that teachers who
reported increased agency were less likely to teach about
healthcare reform. Therefore, we cautiously note that greater
teacher autonomy might also contribute to teachers’ avoid-
ance of certain controversial, partisan topics.

While contextual factors, professional autonomy, and
curriculum are mostly external drivers of teacher decision-
making (i.e., the outer ring of our conceptual framework).
Our study also points to the importance of internal beliefs as
substantial contributors to teachers’ reported election-related
instruction. Teachers’ ideologies on civic education were
significantly associated with their pedagogies, frequency of
teaching about the election, and the election-related topics
they chose to address in the classroom. Teachers with more
liberal or conservative views on civic education were more
likely to teach about the election, but having a more critical
view of civic education did not affect teachers’ likelihood of
teaching the election. On the other hand, such a critical view
made teachers more likely to guide students to do research
on election issues and read news articles, activities that were
not related to having more conservative or liberal perspec-
tives on civic education (see Table 4).

Teachers with critical and conservative civic education
ideologies also differed substantially in the topics that they
reported teaching. Teachers reporting more critical orienta-
tions were significantly more likely to teach about hot-but-
ton issues like racial (in)justice, and teachers with more
conservative teaching ideologies were more likely to teach
about perennial topics, such as the economy. These findings
add nuance to results of previous studies that indicate that
teachers’ perceptions of civic education affect their curricu-
lum and pedagogy (Clark et al., 2020; Abowitz & Harnish,
2006; Knowles, 2018). Building on the concept of teachers
as curricular gatekeepers (Thornton, 2005), our study further
suggests that civic education ideology shapes what is taught
about elections, leading to the inclusion or exclusion of vari-
ous election-related topics, and how students are taught to
explore election-related issues.

Our lone indicator of partisanship (voting for Biden) was
not associated with any of the election pedagogies, but it was
significantly associated with an increased likelihood of teach-
ing the hot-button issues of climate change, voter suppres-
sion, and peaceful transition of power—talking points of the
Biden campaign. This effect holds even when accounting for
teachers’ reported civic education ideology. These findings
build upon prior research on motivated reasoning’s associa-
tion with teacher decision-making (Clark et al., 2020), as
well as suggesting that political views, while potentially
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influential on teachers’ instruction, are distinct from ideolo-
gies about civic education.

Implications for Policy and Practice

Our findings on teachers’ instruction about the election
have implications for educational practice and policy. First,
given that instruction about the election and the use of engag-
ing pedagogies was much more common in civics courses
than in other social studies courses, districts and states that
value civic learning should consider offering and even requir-
ing more courses focusing explicitly on civic issues. Previous
research has shown that such civic education opportunities,
in terms of who has access to high-quality civic education or
civic education at all, depend greatly on context, curriculum,
and teachers being supported (DiGiacomo et al., 2021; Hess
& McAvoy, 2015). Our findings suggest civics and govern-
ment courses are the predominant place where students are
engaged in learning about democratic processes, such as vot-
ing, elections, and key contemporary issues. During times of
political polarization, learning about contemporary issues is
vital for civic life, and these courses can play a key role in
helping students understand them. However, schools and dis-
tricts could expand their offerings, perhaps through courses
on civics and government as well as social issues and public
policy, to provide a broader array of opportunities for young
people to learn about current civic issues.

Given that exploring public issues and participatory pro-
cesses are viewed as best practices within civic education
(e.g., Educating for American Democracy, 2021), steps to
provide access to all students could include requiring more
civics instruction, embedding these aspects of civics teach-
ing in state standards, or providing professional learning
opportunities and curriculum to engage students in these key
civics content and processes. The traditional civics curricu-
lum (embedded in many state standards) focuses on govern-
ment structures and procedures, and this may allow teachers
to avoid engaging students in contemporary issues. To
strengthen the relevance and value of school coursework,
state departments of education or local curriculum decision-
makers should explicitly include in their standards instruc-
tion about contemporary civic issues and deliberative or
inquiry-based engagement with these issues. Prior studies
make clear that supporting students’ civic engagement
emerges from not only having more civics instruction but
certain kinds of civics-related content and pedagogy, and the
present study suggests that the supports and policies noted
above could encourage more of the latter.

Additionally, as research has found (e.g., Costello, 2017),
teachers’ perceptions of their political contexts can have a
substantial impact their instruction about elections, perhaps
hindering their willingness to teach about them, so it is
important for educators and districts to clarify the types of
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issues that can and should be examined in classrooms. This
could involve, for example, open discussions among teach-
ers, administrators, and community members about what
should be taught, recognizing the role that community val-
ues play but not necessarily bowing to unreasonable external
pressure, such as anti—critical race theory (CRT) campaigns
(e.g., Hamilton, 2022). Together, adults and youth interested
in civic education policy could consider what issues students
can and should explore, implications for different levels of
education, and the principles that should guide this type of
instruction.

Finally, teacher educators and professional developers
can help teachers conceptualize, reflect upon, and perhaps
revise their ideologies about civic education. Like prior
research, our study found that educators’ perceptions of the
purposes of civic education, such as how much to prioritize
teaching about American exceptionalism (conservative civic
education ideology) or institutional racism (critical civic
education ideology), correlated with instructional choices.
Helping educators to metacognitively consider their ideolo-
gies may encourage them to be more flexible and self-reflec-
tive in ways that affect their teaching. Put differently, the
framework for civic education ideologies (e.g., Figure 1)
may be used as a reflective tool among social studies teach-
ers to consider their goals for civic education and how this
aligns with their instructional decision-making.

Research Implications

This study also raises important questions to explore in
future research. First, because civics and government courses
are a primary setting for students to learn about elections, it
would be valuable to explore how we can ensure that more
students have opportunities to take such courses, especially
engaging ones. Whereas over 40 states require some course-
work in civics or government, fewer than 10 require year-long
courses, and 7 states require no civics course at all (CivXNow,
2021; Education Week, 2018). Identifying how to provide
high-quality civic learning opportunities for all students is a
vital topic for future exploration, and this should include
exploring factors that contribute to high-quality civic learning
opportunities across the social studies curriculum and beyond.

As noted above, our work and other recent studies have
found that contextual factors, both within schools and the
local community, can affect how and if social studies class-
rooms serve as sites for engaging in current issues through
inquiry and deliberation. Here, our focus on the role of
teacher civic education ideologies in relation to teaching
contexts and conditions may be built upon to further under-
stand the relationship between these two key factors in
teacher decision-making. Our use of the teacher civic educa-
tion ideologies framework (see Figure 1) to examine the
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relationships between teacher beliefs and other contextual
factors in teacher decision-making may be a useful model on
which to build future research.

It is also important to continue exploring simply how
educators teach about elections and how students learn
about them. Each election is different and offers unique
instructional affordances and constraints. Whereas the pres-
ent study and others (Journell, 2011; Levy et al., 2016) have
provided useful insights, each study has limitations related
to both contexts and samples, making ongoing research
important in this domain. Also, several of our findings about
the effects of civic education ideologies raise questions for
further exploration. For example, why are teachers with
more conservative civic education ideologies more likely to
have their students (pre-)register to vote, watch debates,
and follow news on social media (see Table 4)? Future
research should more deeply examine the reasons behind
the differences among teachers with different civic educa-
tion ideologies. In addition, teaching about and for equita-
ble voting is key to fostering a more equitable society (e.g.,
Kiesa et al., 2022), so exploring this question is vital for
future research in this area, as well. Lastly, researchers
should examine how teachers and administrators can con-
jointly craft approaches or strategies to strengthen civic
education, including election-related learning.
Understanding the processes and challenges involved in
this important work could facilitate more efforts to broaden
and deepen civic learning.

Limitations

We acknowledge that our sample was not representative
of U.S. social studies teachers, but its diversity by race,
gender, teaching experience, geography, and political ori-
entation make it a valuable data set to examine. As noted
above, the low response rate was likely due to COVID-
related access to teachers, and virtual learning restrictions
may have also limited the amount of time dedicated to
teaching about the election. Additionally, our study relied
on self-reported data, making it difficult to ascertain the
nature of participants’ actual instruction. Also, lower sam-
pling rates in and potential distribution imbalances between
certain states might contribute to response bias. Lastly, we
were unable to sufficiently model teachers within given
schools in a multilevel analysis. It is quite possible that
some of the various election-related dependent variables
could be attributed to school-level fixed effects, but our
data did not allow for the analyses needed to confirm this
possibility. Our findings should be interpreted in light of
these limitations, and additional research is needed to fur-
ther our understanding of how and to what extent elections
are taught in the United States.



Conclusion

This study explored how teachers’ demographics, teach-
ing contexts, and civic education ideologies were related to
their decision-making on how to teach about one of the
most contentious and politically vitriolic elections of the
last century. Our findings can be useful and informative for
teachers, teacher educators, and other stakeholders who
remain concerned about how elections are taught in U.S.
classrooms.

As noted above, our findings have numerous implications
for educators and researchers, and three of our findings stand
out as especially consequential for today’s teachers and
administrators, who will shape students’ learning in the
upcoming election cycles. First, when teachers have greater
control over the curriculum (i.e., are not required to meet
certain deadlines or teach to a test), they are more likely to
teach about the election and to employ information-rich ped-
agogies for teaching about it. This suggests that greater
teacher autonomy could strengthen election education.
Second, we found strong evidence that teachers of civics or
government courses are much more likely than teachers of
other social studies subjects to teach about the election and
help their students explore numerous election-related issues.
These findings highlight the vital role of such courses in pre-
paring the future electorate. Finally, our most unique finding
is that teachers’ conceptions of civic education can substan-
tially shape their pedagogy, including the political topics
they raise in class and the kinds of election-related activities
that they enact in their courses.

Understanding teachers’ perspectives on teaching the
2020 election provides us a better understanding of what
U.S. students learned (or did not learn) about this highly
consequential, collective moment in history, and it also
provides insights about what leverage points we have to
strengthen the education of the electorate. As educators and
scholars, we should consider how educational climate,
context, and ideologies will shape how young people learn
about upcoming elections. Practitioners, policymakers, and
researchers seeking to enhance civic education should be
mindful of these challenges and opportunities in their
efforts to sustain the health of our democracy during these
politically tumultuous times.
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Notes

1. Ballotpedia (https://ballotpedia.org/Presidential battleground
states, 2020) derived their list of battleground states from analyses
of presidential race forecasts provided by The Cook Report, Inside
Elections, and Sabato s Crystal Ball.

2. We heard from some teachers that their schools and districts
had put a moratorium on research requests during the school year
due to COVID-related constraints on time. Additional teachers
in the contact list were assigned to non-social-studies classes to
cover shortages and virtual instruction priorities or had left the
classroom.

3. For most of our analyses, we included only those who
reported teaching about the election “once or twice” or more often
because these participants completed all questions on the survey.

4. The Oxford English Dictionary defines a hot-button as “a
subject or issue that people have strong feelings about and argue
about a lot.”

5. Parameter estimates are summarized in Table 2. Note that
exp(b) is the exponentiation of the coefficient, meaning that a value
equal to one indicates the independent variable correlates with
no change in the odds of an increase in the dependent variable.
Meanwhile, a value greater than one indicates an increase of the
odds of a one-unit change in the frequency of teaching the election,
and a value less than one is associated with a decrease in the odds
of a one-unit change in teaching the election.
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