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ABSTRACT: Social Studies education is politicized, 
XW_MZN]T��IVL�PQOPTa�KWV\MV\QW][��;KPWTIZ[�PI^M�TWVO�
debated about the content of  Social Studies curricula, 
QV\MZM[\�OZW]X[�PI^M�PQ[\WZQKITTa�\ZQML�\W�QVÆ]MVKM�Q\[�
material, and in recent years headlines have highlighted 
controversial subjects like Critical Race Theory and 
1VLQOMVW][�ZMKWVKQTQI\QWV��<PQ[�XIXMZ�IZO]M[�\PI\�Q\�Q[�
impossible to teach a neutral Social Studies curriculum, 
and so educators must be mindful of  the impact their 
content will have on young minds and future citizens of  
\PMQZ�[WKQM\a�
_______________________________________
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Introduction

Social Studies education shapes society’s future citizens, 
_PW�QV�\]ZV�[PIXM�[WKQM\a�Q\[MTN��0W_�;WKQIT�;\]LQM[�
curricula teach those students to feel about democra-
cy, participation, and power structures has a massive 
impact on the worldview, and therefore the actions, of  
\PW[M�[\]LMV\[��1V�\PQ[�XIXMZ��1�_QTT�M`XTWZM�\PM�^IZQM\a�
of  approaches taken to this question and how each 
WN �\PMU�QVÆ]MVKM[�\PM�W]\KWUM[�NWZ�[\]LMV\[��.QZ[\��1�
will explore the reasons why Social Studies education 
is so highly politicized, and why it’s impossible to have 
I�N]TTa�¹VM]\ZITº�;WKQIT�;\]LQM[�K]ZZQK]T]U��?Q\P�\PI\�
in mind, I will show how the approach to citizenship 
taken by a Social Studies curriculum will shape the way 
it teaches its content, which in turn shapes the under-
standing that students take away from that content and 
IXXTa�Q\�\W�\PMQZ�TQ^M[��

I will detail approaches that various theorists have 
taken to these subjects, culminating in an application 
WN �2WMT�?M[\PMQUMZ�IVL�2W[MXP�3IPVM¼[�\PZMM�UWLMT[�
WN �KQ\QbMV[PQX��-`IUQVQVO�\PM[M�\PZMM�UWLMT[��1�_QTT�
illustrate how each model would impact the teaching of  
0Q\TMZ¼[�ZQ[M�QV�/MZUIVa�IVL�\PM�ÅOP\QVO�WN �?WZTL�?IZ�
II, and the impact each of  these models would have on 
students’ long-term worldviews, including, in particular, 
\PMQZ�^QM_[�WN �LMUWKZIKa��?PQTM�1�LW�VW\�IQU�\W�IL^W-
KI\M�NWZ�IVa�[XMKQÅK�UWLMT�WN �KQ\QbMV[PQX�QV�\PQ[�XIXMZ��
1�LW�_Q[P�\W�LMUWV[\ZI\M�PW_�[QOVQÅKIV\�\PM�KPWQKM�
of  which model to emphasize is, and therefore how 
seriously educators should consider the model they are 
IXXTaQVO�IVL�\PM�QUXIK\�Q\�_QTT�PI^M�WV�\PMQZ�[\]LMV\[��
?PQTM�1¼TT�JM�XZQUIZQTa�[XMISQVO�IJW]\�;WKQIT�;\]L-
ies curricula in Canada, I will also draw upon some 
research from the American context and use some 
M`IUXTM[�NZWU�\PM�=;��)[�/MWٺZMa�5QTJ]ZV¼[�ZM[MIZKP�
demonstrates, Canadian curriculum changes have 
often paralleled curriculum changes in the States, and 
)UMZQKIV�ZM[MIZKP�PI[�QVÆ]MVKML�+IVILQIV�K]ZZQK]-
T]U�LM^MTWXUMV\��5QTJ]ZV��!����������?M�KIV�IT[W�[MM�
UIVa�\PMUI\QK�[QUQTIZQ\QM[�JM\_MMV�\PM�\_W�[a[\MU[��
Both countries explicitly state that the primary goal of  
their Social Studies education programs is to prepare 
[\]LMV\[�\W�JMKWUM�OWWL�KQ\QbMV[��*W\P�KW]V\ZQM[�PI^M�
also seen similar debates in recent years over how that 
OWIT�[PW]TL�UIVQNM[\�QV�\MZU[�WN �KWV\MV\��<PMZM�IZM�
massive disagreements between people about what 
UISM[�I�OWWL�KQ\QbMV��IVL�\PM[M�IZM�ZMÆMK\ML�QV�JW\P�
KW]V\ZQM[�QV�LMJI\M[�W^MZ�K]ZZQK]T]U��<PM�IV[_MZ�\W�
the question of  what makes a good citizen, as I will 
demonstrate later, shapes how content will be delivered 
and how students will be taught to apply that content in 
\PMQZ�W_V�TQ^M[��

7V�I�ÅVIT�VW\M�WN �QV\ZWL]K\QWV��1�_IV\�\W�KTIZQNa�\PM�
\MZUQVWTWOa�1�_QTT�JM�][QVO�QV�\PQ[�XIXMZ��?PQTM�[WUM�
countries teach a variety of  subjects under a similar 
banner, including Geography, History, and Civics, in 
the Canadian context and in a majority of  Ameri-
can states, “Social Studies” refers to the subject that 
encompasses education about society, government, 
IVL�PQ[\WZa��.WZ�\PQ[�ZMI[WV��1�_QTT�][M�\PM�\MZU�¹;WKQIT�
;\]LQM[º�\PZW]OPW]\�\PQ[�XIXMZ��

The Myth of  a Neutral Curriculum 

A country’s educational system is foundational to its 
society and the future of  its citizens, not only because 
it prepares them to exist productively in that society, 
but also because it shapes the way they feel about 
[WKQM\a�Q\[MTN �IVL�\PMQZ�XTIKM�_Q\PQV�Q\��;WKQIT�;\]LQM[��
in particular, moves beyond content about how the 
world is toward content about how the world should 
JM�IVL�PW_�QVLQ^QL]IT[�[PW]TL�IK\�\W�[PIXM�\PI\�_WZTL��
?PQTM�W\PMZ�[]JRMK\[�IT[W�\MIKP�IJW]\�^IT]M[�IVL�JMTQMN[�
alongside facts and knowledge, Social Studies most 
explicitly guides students to develop particular feelings 
about government, and those who hold leadership in 
[WKQM\a��<PQ[�Q[�_Pa�;WKQIT�;\]LQM[�ML]KI\QWV�IVL�IKKM[[�
to information about history and government is so 
heavily manipulated in authoritarian countries, as seen 
in Stalinist Russia, Nazi Germany, and Communist 
>QM\VIU��IUWVO�W\PMZ[��

<PM�QVÆ]MVKM�\PI\�;WKQIT�;\]LQM[�ML]KI\QWV�PI[�WV�\PM�
future of  a country is also the reason why this subject 
has been, and continues to be, such a site of  contro-
^MZ[a�QV�?M[\MZV�TQJMZIT�LMUWKZIKQM[��;WKQIT�;\]LQM[�
curriculum decisions are often massively politically 
KPIZOML��IVL�^IZQW][�QV\MZM[\ML�XIZ\QM[�^QM�NWZ�QVÆ]MVKM�
W^MZ�\PM�W]\KWUM��5IVa�WN �\PM[M�KWUXM\QVO�QV\MZM[\[�
PI^M�XQKSML�PQOP�XZWÅTM�ÅOP\[�_Q\P�WVM�IVW\PMZ�QV�
ZMKMV\�aMIZ[��6I\QWVIT�PMILTQVM[�TIUMV\ML�I�*ZQ\Q[P�
+WT]UJQI�[KPWWT�LQ[\ZQK\¼[�JIVVQVO�WN �\PM�JMTW^ML�,Z��
Suess book Yertle the Turtle -- whose moral takeaway 
is encapsulated in the line “I know up on top you are 
seeing great sights, but down here on the bottom, 
we too should have rights” -- on the grounds that it 
_I[�¹\WW�XWTQ\QKITº��:W[[�IVL�>QV[WV�������! ���<PM�
discovery of  unmarked graves at Residential School 
sites across Canada has drawn a renewed attention 
to the Truth and Reconciliation Commission’s Calls 
to Action, which include demands to better educate 
Canadians about the history of  Indigenous relations in 
this country, but there is widespread disagreement on 
PW_�JM[\�\W�LW�[W��5QTM[������������1V�\PM�=;��JI\\TM[�
rage over the introduction of  Critical Race Theory 
�+:<��QV�KTI[[ZWWU[��
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ination of  a particular society, or an exploration of  
PW_�MKWVWUQK[�QUXIK\ML�KMZ\IQV�PQ[\WZQKIT�M^MV\[���
Generally, each year of  a Social Studies curriculum will 
focus on a few major historical events and explore other 
KWVKMX\[�[]ZZW]VLQVO�\PI\�\QUM�XMZQWL��.WZ�M`IUXTM��
\PM� \P�OZILM�;WKQIT�;\]LQM[�K]ZZQK]T]U�QV�*ZQ\Q[P�+W-
lumbia centres around feudal Japan, the Renaissance 
in Europe, and civilizations in Mesoamerica such as 
\PM�)b\MK[��*+¼[�+]ZZQK]T]U���� ���)�UIRWZ�\PMUM�WN �
\PM��\P�OZILM�;WKQIT�;\]LQM[�K]ZZQK]T]U�QV�7V\IZQW�Q[�
¹MIZTa�[WKQM\QM[�\W������+-º��<PM�7V\IZQW�+]ZZQK]T]U�
��� �������-TMUMV\IZa�;WKQIT�;\]LQM[�QV�9]MJMK�NWK][M[�
on the Iroquois, the development of  New France, and 
other themes in Canadian history (Social Studies - Ele-
UMV\IZa��������! �������0Q[\WZa�XTIa[�I�UIRWZ�ZWTM�QV�
Social Studies education across the country and is often 
used as a vehicle for exploring broader themes such as 
colonization, migration, and the evolution of  ideas and 
^IT]M�[a[\MU[��

The role that history education should play within 
the larger discipline of  Social Studies is a matter that 
\PMWZQ[\[�PI^M�LQ[IOZMML�IJW]\�W^MZ�\QUM��I[�+��/ZMOO�
Jorgenson outlines in his chapter “Social Studies Cur-
ZQK]T]U�5QOZI\QWV"�+PITTMVOM[�QV�\PM���[\�+MV\]Zaº��)[�
Jorgenson introduces, history being taught as a subcat-
egory of  Social Studies more broadly is not universally 
[]XXWZ\ML��,QIVM�:I^Q\KP��IV�)UMZQKIV�_ZQ\MZ��IZO]M[�
that “history has gotten submerged and smothered by 
social studies,” to the detriment of  students’ overall 
SVW_TMLOM��:I^Q\KP��������8ZMKQ[MTa�JMKI][M�I]\PWZQ-
tarian societies rely so heavily on manipulation of  the 
past and erasure of  historical events, Ravitch argues 
that reducing the amount of  time spent learning histo-
Za�Q[�I�UIRWZ�XZWJTMU��2WZOMV[WV�����������0MZ�_WZZa��
\PMV��Q[�\PI\�\PM�UWZM�ML]KI\QWVIT�[a[\MU[�QV�?M[\MZV�
liberal democracies reduce the amount of  time spent 
on history alone in their classrooms, the more students 
are at risk of  not understanding the past and therefore 
being able to serve as stalwarts against authoritarianism 
QV�\PM�N]\]ZM��

“Social studies teachers treat history as only one of  a 
LWbMV�LQٺMZMV\�»[\]LQM[¼�\PI\�\PMa�KW^MZ�º�_ZQ\M[�:I^-
Q\KP��¹IVL�Ja�VW�UMIV[�\PM�UW[\�QUXWZ\IV\�º��:I^Q\KP�
�������;PM�IZO]M[�\PI\�ZI\PMZ�\PIV�T]UXQVO�I�^IZQM\a�WN �
disciplines together under the banner of  Social Studies, 
history should instead stand on its own and historical 
NIK\[�[PW]TL�JM�XZQWZQ\QbML�NWZ�\PMQZ�W_V�[ISM��:I^Q\KP��
then, would disagree that a conception of  citizenship 
[PW]TL�O]QLM�\PM�\MIKPQVO�WN �PQ[\WZa��;PM�_W]TL�QV[\MIL�
posit that the priority should always be historical infor-
mation without the lenses of  the additional “studies” 
;WKQIT�;\]LQM[�VMKM[[IZQTa�QVKT]LM[�

?PQTM�\PM[M�UIa�JM�XIZ\QK]TIZTa�XWTQ\QKITTa�KPIZOML�M`-
IUXTM[��;WKQIT�;\]LQM[�PI[�IT_Ia[�JMMV�XWTQ\QKIT��)[�-��
?IaVM�:W[[�IVL�3M^QV�>QV[WV�_ZQ\M��¹)VaWVM�_PW�PI[�
paid attention to the debates on curriculum and school 
reform knows that schooling is a decidedly political 
MV\MZXZQ[M��<PM�Y]M[\QWV�QV�\MIKPQVO��I[�_MTT�I[�\MIKPMZ�
education and school reform) is not whether to allow 
political discourse in schools or whether to advocate or 
not, but the nature and extent of  political discourse and 
IL^WKIKaº��:W[[�IVL�>QV[WV�������������:W[[�IVL�>QV-
son also point out that although educational orthodoxy 
has often held that teaching neutrality means teaching 
the status quo and that teaching critique and change is 
inherently political, this idea is now being challenged, 
as maintaining the status quo is an equally political 
WJRMK\Q^M�\W�KPIVOQVO�Q\��:W[[�IVL�>QV[WV�������������

Any Social Studies curriculum will have to make choic-
M[�IJW]\�_PI\�\W�XZQWZQ\QbM��)Va�[\]LMV\�KWUQVO�W]\�WN �
a Social Studies education will have particular ideas 
about their society and how they should behave as a cit-
izen of  it, which will always have political implications 
NWZ�\PM�N]\]ZM�WN �\PI\�[WKQM\a��1\�Q[�\PMZMNWZM�QV[]ٻKQMV\�
to argue that a Social Studies curriculum should be 
¹VWV�XWTQ\QKITº�WZ�¹VM]\ZITº��+PWQKM[�_QTT�IT_Ia[�PI^M�
to be made, and those choices will always have political 
implications, which is why the pedagogical conceptions 
\PI\�]VLMZTQM�\PW[M�KPWQKM[�IZM�[W�QUXWZ\IV\��

What is Social Studies? 

In order to examine the approaches that are most 
commonly used to make these choices within Canadian 
curriculums, it is important to understand what the 
NWK][�WN �;WKQIT�;\]LQM[�Q[�QV�\MZU[�WN �KWV\MV\��1�IZO]M�
that the dominant source of  content in Canadian 
Social Studies is history, while the main professed goal 
WN �+IVILQIV�;WKQIT�;\]LQM[�Q[�\W�LM^MTWX�KQ\QbMV[PQX��
In exploring the relationship between the two, I aim 
to demonstrate how history education will always be 
shaped by the approach a Social Studies curriculum 
takes -- those choices about what to prioritize and 
which aspects to emphasize -- and how those approach-
es are shaped by the curriculum’s conception of  citizen-
[PQX��1V�\PQ[�_Ia��\PM�\MIKPQVO�WN �PQ[\WZQKIT�KWVKMX\[�
and the conveying of  moral values about citizenship 
may both be held as goals of  a Social Studies curricu-
lum, but the approach to the second goal (citizenship) 
will massively impact the presentation and outcomes of  
\PM�ÅZ[\��PQ[\WZa�KWV\MV\���

?PQTM�;WKQIT�;\]LQM[�KIV�\MKPVQKITTa�QVKT]LM�I�_QLM�
variety of  subjects from anthropology to economics, 
the majority of  content will be linked to a particular 
historical time period (like an anthropological exam-
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\PM�ÆI_[�QV�PQ[\WZQKIT�[W]ZKM[�IVL�PQ[\WZQKIT�_ZQ\QVO�
�2WZOMV[WV������� ���.MV\WV�IZO]ML�\PI\�IVa�IVITa[Q[�WN �
history will be impeded by the necessity of  emphasizing 
certain people, events, or areas of  the world over others 
�2WZOMV[WV������� ���.WZ�\PQ[�ZMI[WV��.MV\WV�JMTQM^ML�Q\�
was more important to focus on answering these three 
Y]M[\QWV["�¹?PI\�Q[�I�OWWL�UIV'�?PI\�Q[�I�OWWL�TQNM'�
)VL�_PI\�Q[�I�OWWL�[WKQM\a'º��2WZOMV[WV�������!���

I agree with Fenton that the answers to these questions 
fundamentally impact how we interact with history -- 
_PW�_M�KMTMJZI\M�IVL�_PW�_M�KWVLMUV��NWZ�M`IUXTM��
In the modern world, composed of  nation-states, the 
answers to questions of  goodness often come down to 
WVM¼[�KWVKMX\QWV�WN �KQ\QbMV[PQX��<PQ[�Q[�JMKI][M�KQ\QbMV-
ship is the lens through which most people exist in a 
collective society -- they have a passport, a status, and 
an ability to exert power over their government and the 
W\PMZ�XMWXTM�TQ^QVO�IUWVO�\PMU��\W�LQٺMZMV\�M`\MV\[��
depending on the systems of  power in their country) 
ITT�\PZW]OP�\PMQZ�ZWTM�I[�I�KQ\QbMV��)V�QV\MZVI\QWVIT�

 I would argue that it is simply impossible to teach 
history without those additional studies, for similar rea-
sons that it is impossible to teach an entirely “neutral” 
K]ZZQK]T]U��;\MXPIVM�4M^M[Y]M�OQ^M[�I�NM_�M`IUXTM[�\W�
illustrate how problematic it can be to deliver historical 
information without context and perspective: “To be 
IJTM�\W�]VLMZ[\IVL��NWZ�M`IUXTM��_Pa�?WZTL�?IZ�1�Q[�
important to Canadian identity or what makes Louis 
Riel a ‘traitor’ for some English Canadians and a ‘hero’ 
for the Métis demands more intellectual rigour than 
remembering a story of  the past,” he writes, “which 
typically appear to students as socially uncontested and 
PQ[\WZQKITTa�[MTN�M^QLMV\�º��4M^M[Y]M�����������4M^M[Y]M¼[�
argument is very important here: students will generally 
accept what they have been presented by their teachers 
as fact, but historical information is not as simple as 
[MXIZI\QVO�NIK\�NZWU�ÅK\QWV��<PM�IXXZWIKP�\W�XZM[MV\-
ing that historical information will impact the under-
standing students have about those concepts -- whether 
Riel was a traitor or a hero, to use Levesque’s example 
-- and to present any single approach to that informa-
tion as the only possible approach would simply be 
QVIKK]ZI\M��<PMZM�_QTT�IT_Ia[�JM�W\PMZ�NIK\[�\W�KWV[QLMZ��
or other perspectives to evaluate when analyzing a 
PQ[\WZQKIT�ÅO]ZM�WZ�M^MV\��IVL�\PM�KPWQKM[�\PI\�IZM�UILM�
about which to include in a student’s education will 
have massive implications for what that student actually 
TMIZV[��)�[\]LMV\�_PW�TMIZV[�\PI\�:QMT�_I[�I�\ZIQ\WZ�_PW�
hindered the confederation of  Canada will likely end 
]X�NMMTQVO�^MZa�LQٺMZMV\Ta�IJW]\�\PMQZ�KW]V\Za�\PIV�I�
student who learns that Riel was a hero who resisted 
\PM�KWTWVQIT�XZWRMK\��6MQ\PMZ�WN �\PM[M�Q[�VMKM[[IZQTa�\PM�
“correct” teaching of  Riel, but neither of  them is neu-
tral either, and any presentation of  facts about Riel’s 
life and struggles against the Canadian government is 
TQSMTa�\W�TMIL�[\]LMV\[�\W�WVM�KWVKT][QWV�WZ�\PM�W\PMZ��

The key problem with Ravitch’s argument is that 
even if  we were to remove all the other “studies” from 
Social Studies, there would never be enough time to 
cover every possible important historical event, every 
stakeholder in that event, and every perspective on that 
M^MV\¼[�QUXTQKI\QWV[�NWZ�\PM�_WZTL��AW]�KW]TL�[XMVL�
years studying Riel alone and never be sure to have 
\PM�N]TT�\Z]\P�WN �PQ[�TQNM�IVL�PQ[�TMOIKa��0Q[\WZa�ZMY]QZM[�
evaluation and history education requires prioritization, 
and the method of  that evaluation and prioritization is 
generally shaped by bigger questions about society and 
how it should function - the very question those other 
¹[\]LQM[º�PMTX�\W�IV[_MZ��

Jorgenson explains that Edwin Fenton made an 
IZO]UMV\�ITWVO�\PM[M�TQVM[�QV��!����XZMUQ[ML�WV�\PM�
idea that historical teaching will always be limited by 
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Aside from some particularly clear partisan divides on 
the issue of  what makes a good citizen, the variety of  
KWVKMX\QWV[�WN �KQ\QbMV[PQX�LW�VW\�Å\�[W�XTIQVTa�WV\W�\PM�
XWTQ\QKIT�[XMK\Z]U��1\�Q[�VW\�Y]Q\M�I[�[QUXTM�I[�XZM[MV\-
ing a good citizen who upholds norms versus a good 
KQ\QbMV�_PW�KPITTMVOM[�\PMU��2WMT�?M[\PMQUMZ�IVL�
Joseph Kahne, after surveying hundreds of  examples 
of  curricula, identify three models of  citizenship, none 
WN �_PQKP�VMKM[[IZQTa�IVL�Ja�LMÅVQ\QWV�PWTL�I�[XMKQÅK�
XIZ\Q[IV�TMIVQVO��<PM�\PZMM�KWVKMX\QWV[�WN �KQ\QbMV[PQX�
?M[\PMQUMZ�IVL�3IPVM�QLMV\QNa�IZM"�XMZ[WVITTa� 
responsible, participatory, and justice-oriented 
�?M[\PMQUMZ�IVL�3IPVM��������� ���<PMa�][M�\PM�
M`IUXTM�WN �ILLZM[[QVO�P]VOMZ�\W�QTT][\ZI\M�\PM�LQٺMZ-
ences between the three; the personally responsible 
citizen donates to a food drive, the participatory citizen 
organizes a food drive, and the justice-oriented citizen 
QV\MZZWOI\M[�\PM�ZWW\�KI][M[�WN �P]VOMZ��?M[\PMQUMZ�IVL�
3IPVM�������������

Importantly, the conception of  good citizenship that is 
adopted by a curriculum shapes both the descriptive 
content of  that curriculum and the prescriptive content 
WN �\PI\�K]ZZQK]T]U��<PQ[�UMIV[�\PI\�JW\P�\PM�TMV[�
through which information is presented (for example, 
what parts of  history are emphasized) and the  
takeaways students are encouraged to apply to their 
own lives (for example, what lessons we should retain 
NZWU�I�OQ^MV�PQ[\WZQKIT�M^MV\���IZM�QVÆ]MVKML�Ja� 
\PQ[�KWVKMX\QWV��

In order to demonstrate the power of  these concep-
\QWV[��1�_QTT�N]Z\PMZ�M`XTWZM�MIKP�WN �?M[\PMQUMZ�IVL�
3IPVM¼[�\PZMM�UWLMT[��.WZ�\PM�[ISM�WN �QTT][\ZI\QWV��1�
will show how each of  them would impact teaching 
about a major part of  the Canadian high school Social 
Studies curriculum: the rise of  Hitler in Germany and 
\PM�ÅOP\QVO�WN �\PM�;MKWVL�?WZTL�?IZ��?PQTM�Q\�Q[�VW\�
necessarily the case that an individual Social Studies 
curriculum would only focus on one particular aspect 
of  this time in history, the application of  each model of  
citizenship would guide which particular aspects were 
emphasized and what students were therefore guided 
\W�\ISM�I_Ia�NZWU�\PM�UI\MZQIT��1�_QTT�LMUWV[\ZI\M�\PM�
impact of  each application on the content that is likely 
to be emphasized, and how this would in turn impact a 
student’s view of  themselves as a citizen and shape their 
N]\]ZM�IK\QWV[�_Q\PQV�I�LMUWKZI\QK�[WKQM\a��

The personal responsibility model of  citizenship centres 
on the importance of  individual morality and values 
that make people good citizens and community mem-
JMZ[��?M[\PMQUMZ�IVL�3IPVM�������������?M[\PMQUMZ�
and Kahne argue that this often manifests in the pro-

system that views nation-states as the primary actor 
on the global stage tends to think of  individual people 
XZQUIZQTa�QV�\MZU[�WN �KQ\QbMV[PQX��*MKI][M�WN �\PQ[��PW_�
we teach history is often shaped by the lessons about 
KQ\QbMV[PQX�\PI\�_M�IZM�IQUQVO�\W�KWV^Ma��1V�\PM�NWTTW_-
ing section, I will explore the focus on citizenship in 
Canadian curricula, and how the various conceptions 
of  citizenship impact the way Social Studies content, 
QVKT]LQVO�PQ[\WZa��Q[�\I]OP\��

Social Studies as Citizenship Education

“The primary goal of  social studies instruction is to 
nurture the development of  students’ civic sensibilities 
IVL�XZW^QLM�I�XTIKM�\W�ZMÅVM�\PMQZ�QLMI[�IVL�]VLMZ-
standing of  the social world, in all its complexity,” 
_ZQ\M[�+PZQ[\WXPMZ�4MIPMa��4MIPMa������������<PQ[�Q[�
IV�I\\Q\]LM�KWUUWVTa�PMTL�QV�?M[\MZV�TQJMZIT�LMUWK-
racies, where citizenship is seen as both a right and a 
ZM[XWV[QJQTQ\a��,MUWKZIKQM[�\MVL�\W�KWV^Ma�KQ\QbMV[PQX�
as both an identity and a mechanism of  power, and 
so teach students both to conceptualize themselves 
as citizens and to consider what kinds of  exercises of  
KQ\QbMV[PQX�\PMa�KIV�XIZ\ISM�QV��;WKQIT�;\]LQM[�K]ZZQK]TI�
generally include an explicit focus on citizenship and 
KQ^QK�ML]KI\QWV��1V�+IVILI��I[�;][IV�/QJ[WV�QLMV\QÅM[��
citizenship has been the primary goal of  Social Studies 
XZWOZIU[�NWZ�I�TWVO�\QUM��/QJ[WV������������

A focus on citizenship comes with some inherent politi-
cal implications; it assumes a world in which individuals 
JMTWVO�I[�WٻKQIT�UMUJMZ[�WN �VI\QWV�[\I\M[��NWZ�M`IU-
XTM��5W[\�KWVKMX\QWV[�WN �KQ\QbMV[PQX�QUXTQKQ\Ta�[]XXWZ\�
liberal values, though I will explore the nuances of  this 
QV�I�TI\MZ�[MK\QWV��4MIPMa�VW\M[�\PI\�¹\PMZM�PI[�JMMV�IV�
ongoing struggle between social reconstructionists who 
view social studies as preparation for challenging the 
status quo and working for progressive change and con-
servative educators who view social studies as focused 
on transmitting historical knowledge and imparting 
reverence for American institutions and traditional 
^IT]M[º��4MIPMa���������������:W[[�IVL�>QV[WV�LZI_�
similar conclusions that traditionally a “good citizen” 
was seen “as a knower of  traditional facts”, but there 
are movements to reform the good citizen into “an 
agent of  progressive (or even radical) social change or 
from some other competing view” (Ross and Vinson 
������������<PM[M�SQVL[�WN �LMJI\M[�IJW]\�KQ\QbMV[PQX�
play out in many of  the struggles over curricula that we 
[MM�\WLIa��<PM�+:<�LMJI\M�QV�\PM�=;�Q[�I�KTMIZ�M`IU-
ple of  this divide, where proponents of  CRT argue for 
the importance of  challenging the traditional narrative 
of  American history while its critics argue that CRT 
distorts more “traditional facts” about the kind of  
KW]V\Za�\PM�=;�_I[�NW]VLML�\W�JM��
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beliefs and actions, and consider the kind of  character 
\PMa�_W]TL�TQSM�\W�MUJWLa�QV�\PMQZ�KQ\QbMV[PQX��1\�UIa�
not focus as much on students’ ability or motivation 
to enact broader-scale change, and for that reason, it 
is more likely to enforce the status quo or communi-
\a�TM^MT�KPIVOM��<PM�KZQ\QY]M�\PMZMNWZM�WN �\PQ[�UWLMT�
is that it does not inherently reinforce the importance 
of  maintaining democracies by engaging in collective 
action or by protecting institutions -- at least not to 
\PM�[IUM�M`\MV\�I[�W\PMZ�UWZM�IK\Q^M�UWLMT[��?PQTM�
students educated under this model may not neces-
sarily be pro-authoritarian, they may be less likely to 
pay attention to the warning signs of  authoritarianism 
or maintain a high level of  vigilance against it if  they 
are not encouraged to do so during the course of  their 
;WKQIT�;\]LQM[�ML]KI\QWV��)T\PW]OP�UWLMT[�\PI\�NWK][�
on the individual are often associated with libertarian-
ism and personal freedoms, the important thing to note 
about a personal responsibility model of  citizenship is 
that it will rarely examine larger structures that might 
constrain individual freedom (like government regula-
tion) and instead focus on individual characteristics and 
UWZIT�^IT]M[��<PQ[�Q[�\PM�SMa�TQUQ\I\QWV�WN �\PQ[�UWLMT��

A participatory model of  citizenship promotes the im-
portance of  engaging with one’s government by being 
IV�IK\Q^M�IVL�QVNWZUML�KQ\QbMV��?M[\PMQUMZ�IVL�3IPVM�
������������=VLMZ�\PQ[�KWVKMX\QWV��I�OWWL�KQ\QbMV�Q[�WVM�
who gets involved both in their immediate community 
and in their broader society through collective actions 
IVL�WZOIVQbML�IL^WKIKa��?M[\PMQUMZ�IVL�3IPVM�������
����������<PQ[�UWLMT�WN �KQ\QbMV[PQX�Q[�I[[WKQI\ML�^MZa�
closely with democracy, focusing on citizen action to 
[PIXM�OW^MZVUMV\��IVL�MVKW]ZIOQVO�[XMKQÅKITTa�LMU-
WKZI\QK�IK\QWV[�TQSM�^W\QVO��_ZQ\QVO�\W�MTMK\ML�WٻKQIT[��
IVL�I\\MVLQVO�XZW\M[\[��=VLMZ�I�XIZ\QKQXI\WZa�UWLMT��
students are taught practical skills like how to organize 
and run meetings and encouraged to use those skills 
_Q\PQV�\PMQZ�KWUU]VQ\QM[�\W�IL^WKI\M�NWZ�[XMKQÅK�OWIT[�
�?M[\PMQUMZ�IVL�3IPVM�������������

John Dewey, an early 20th-century philosopher and 
pedagogical theorist, was an early proponent of  this 
model of  citizenship, believing that “schooling should 
both embrace the democratic process and promote 
democracy itself  by exemplifying on a daily basis the 
XZQVKQXTM[�WN �LMUWKZIKa�º��2WZOMV[WV�����������,M_-
ey’s proposed method of  Social Studies education was 
that students should start with problems they see in 
society and be encouraged to seek out solutions to those 
problems that they themselves could get involved in 
�2WZOMV[WV������������)�XIZ\QKQXI\WZa�UWLMT�OMVMZITTa�
emphasizes institutions, organizations, and actions that 
allow citizens to go beyond themselves as individuals 

motion of  values like hard work and the importance of  
being “honest, responsible, and law-abiding members 
WN �\PM�KWUU]VQ\aº��?M[\PMQUMZ�IVL�3IPVM�������
������<PI\�JMQVO�[IQL��\PQ[�UWLMT�WN �KQ\QbMV[PQX�KW]TL�
XZWUW\M�I�^IZQM\a�WN �XMZ[WVIT�^IT]M[��<PM�SMa�\W�\PQ[�
model of  citizenship is that it emphasizes individual re-
sponsibility and character as opposed to larger systems 
WZ�PW_�QVLQ^QL]IT[�UIa�JM�QUXIK\ML�Ja�\PW[M�[a[\MU[��

?M[\PMQUMZ�IVL�3IPVM�QLMV\QNa�\PI\�\PQ[�UWLMT�WN �
KQ\QbMV[PQX�Q[�VW\�QVPMZMV\Ta�LMUWKZI\QK��<PM�XMZ[WV-
al responsibility conception is more centred around 
contribution to the community than democratic 
XIZ\QKQXI\QWV��?M[\PMQUMZ�IVL�3IPVM�IZO]M�\PI\�I]-
thoritarian governments also want citizens who do not 
steal or litter, as maintaining social order is important 
\W�UIQV\IQVQVO�XWTQ\QKIT�WZLMZ��?M[\PMQUMZ�IVL�3IPVM�
������������?PQTM�\PQ[�Q[�\Z]M��Q\�LWM[�VW\�UMIV�\PI\�\PM�
personal responsibility model cannot be democratic, 
particularly because personal values can extend past 
not littering into values like compassion, responsibil-
Q\a��IVL�PMTXQVO�W\PMZ[��1\�Q[�XW[[QJTM��\PMZMNWZM��NWZ�I�
personal responsibility model to be applied within a 
strictly pro-democracy curriculum, but, as I will explore 
later, it is debatable whether this model of  citizenship 
encourages students to do the work required to main-
tain democratic institutions and processes as explicitly 
I[�W\PMZ�UWLMT[��

Citizenship Lenses in Action 

?M�KIV�[MM�PW_�\PQ[�UQOP\�TWWS�QV�I�;WKQIT�;\]LQM[�
]VQ\�WV�\PM�ZQ[M�WN �0Q\TMZ�IVL�\PM�W]\JZMIS�WN �?WZTL�
?IZ�11��)V�M`IUQVI\QWV�WN �6IbQ�/MZUIVa�\PZW]OP�\PM�
lens of  a personal responsibility model of  citizenship 
might emphasize the moral failings of  Germans who 
did not speak out against the gradual escalation of  
violence and the atrocities that eventually took place in 
KWVKMV\ZI\QWV�KIUX[��1\�UQOP\�PQOPTQOP\�IVL�KMTMJZI\M�
Germans who did resist, openly opposing the regime, 
hiding Jewish people in their homes, or commit-
\QVO�W\PMZ�PMZWQK�IK\[��)V�M`IUQVI\QWV�WN �+IVILI¼[�
QV^WT^MUMV\�QV�?WZTL�?IZ�11�\PZW]OP�\PQ[�TMV[�UQOP\�
MUXPI[QbM�\PM�[IKZQÅKM[�WN �QVLQ^QL]IT�[WTLQMZ[��XMZPIX[�
encouraging students to learn their names and their 
[\WZQM[��1\�UQOP\�PQOPTQOP\�\PM�[IKZQÅKM[�UILM�Ja�+I-
nadian families during the war, buying war bonds and 
TQ^QVO�_Q\P�ZI\QWVML�OWWL[��

?PQTM�\PQ[�IXXZWIKP�LWM[�VW\�N]TTa�VMOI\M�\PM�IJQTQ\a�\W�
convey to students that there are larger forces at work 
beyond any individual person, a personal responsibility 
model of  citizenship will always return to a focus on 
QVLQ^QL]IT�XMWXTM�IVL�^IT]M[��<PQ[�NWK][�_QTT�OMVMZITTa�
encourage students to look inward, consider their own 
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ed citizen’s question of  “why do people go hungry in 
\PM�ÅZ[\�XTIKM'º�UQOP\�XZWUX\�I�^IZQM\a�WN �IV[_MZ[�\PI\�
KW]TL�TIVL�IVa_PMZM�WV�\PI\�[XMK\Z]U��?M[\PMQUMZ�
IVL�3IPVM�������������?PI\�Q[�QUXWZ\IV\�QV�IVa�R][-
tice-oriented model of  citizenship is that inquiry must 
always go beyond individuals or their communities and 
into an examination of  larger structural forces, broad 
PQ[\WZQKIT�\ZMVL[��IVL�TWVO�\MZU�\PMUM[��

In the example of  the rise of  Hitler and the start of  
?WZTL�?IZ�11��\PQ[�UQOP\�TWWS�TQSM�I�LMMXMZ�LQ[K][[QWV�
of  the economic conditions created by the Treaty of  
Versailles and how the impact of  those conditions 
shaped voting trends and attitudes of  German citizens 
\W_IZL[�\PM�6IbQ�8IZ\a��1\�UQOP\�QVKT]LM�IV�MUXPI[Q[�
on the roots of  anti-Semitism within Germany before 
\PM�6IbQ�8IZ\a�KIUM�\W�XW_MZ�IVL�\PM�QVÆ]MVKM�\PI\�
“racial science” and other prejudiced views have had in 
^IZQW][�\QUM�XMZQWL[��?PMV�TWWSQVO�I\�?WZTL�?IZ�11��Q\�
might look like exploring the complexities of  the global 
alliances that made the war truly worldwide, and the 
forces that shaped countries’ decisions to get involved in 
\PM�_IZ�WZ�VW\��

A justice-oriented model of  citizenship sees the world 
as a series of  complex systems, shaped by longstanding 
PQ[\WZa�IVL�XW_MZ�LaVIUQK[��*a�VI\]ZM��IV�M`IUQVI-
tion of  structures and systems will often be critical, 
encouraging students to question the institutions and 
WZOIVQbI\QWV[�\PMa�UQOP\�\ISM�NWZ�OZIV\ML��+ZQ\QK[�WN �
this approach may argue that an overly critical view 
of  democratic societies can lead students to question 
democratic values themselves and not prioritize democ-
ZIKa�I[�IV�W]\KWUM�QV�IVL�WN �Q\[MTN��1\�Q[�\MTTQVO�\PI\�I[�
this kind of  systems-oriented critical thinking becomes 
more prominent, young people are increasingly less 
TQSMTa�\W�ZMXWZ\�\PI\�\PMa�NMMT�[I\Q[ÅML�_Q\P�LMUWKZIKa�
�.WI�M\�IT������������?PQTM�I�R][\QKM�WZQMV\ML�NWK][�KIV�
encourage students to be critical of  institutions in a way 
that translates into holding those institutions account-
able and being vigilant in ensuring their robustness, this 
model can also lead to a critical lens on the existence of  
LMUWKZIKa�Q\[MTN��\W�XW\MV\QITTa�LM\ZQUMV\IT�W]\KWUM[��

 
Conclusion 

Any Social Studies curriculum will need to take a 
stance on what is most important because there is only 
so much time any student can spend in their Social 
;\]LQM[�KTI[[ZWWU��+MZ\IQV�M^MV\[��XMWXTM��IVL�IVOTM[�
will always have to be emphasized to the detriment of  
W\PMZ[��<PM[M�LMKQ[QWV[�IJW]\�_PI\�\W�XZQWZQ\QbM�_QTT�
always have political implications, as they shape what 
students understand about their society in the past and 

IVL�_WZS�\W�ILLZM[[�\PW[M�TIZOMZ�XZWJTMU[��

Approaching the rise of  Hitler and the breakout of  
?WZTL�?IZ�11�\PZW]OP�I�XIZ\QKQXI\WZa�UWLMT�WN �KQ\QbMV-
ship would emphasize these same themes in the context 
WN �\PI\�\QUM�XMZQWL��1\�UQOP\�X]\�I�PMI^QMZ�NWK][�WV�
the election of  Hitler and how his initially democratic 
election eventually led to a decline in institutions and 
\PM�MZW[QWV�WN �KQ^QK�ZQOP\[�NWZ�UIVa��1\�UQOP\�MVKW]ZIOM�
students to understand the Nazi Party as an organi-
zation and how its inner workings shaped its ability to 
MVIK\�\PM�SQVL�WN �XWTQKa�\PI\�Q\�LQL��)�TMV[�WN �XIZ\QKQXI-
tory citizenship might also emphasize the underground 
organizations that organized resistance both within 
/MZUIVa�IVL�QV�W\PMZ�WKK]XQML�KW]V\ZQM[��
The participatory model of  citizenship is the one most 
directly linked to liberal democracy, with its belief  in 
the power of  the ballot box and the responsibility that 
LMUWKZI\QK�ZQOP\[�QUJ]M�QV�KQ\QbMV[��1V�\PQ[�_Ia��Q\�_QTT�
generally return the focus to liberal values and practices 
like expressing one’s beliefs, exercising the right to vote, 
IVL�PWTLQVO�MTMK\ML�WٻKQIT[�IKKW]V\IJTM��)�TQUQ\I\QWV�
of  this approach is its implicit belief  in the liberal dem-
WKZI\QK�QV[\Q\]\QWV[�\PI\�Q\�QVPMZMV\Ta�^M[\[�XW_MZ�WV��
Those who advocate for more systemic change often 
argue that institutions like legislative assemblies and tra-
ditional media outlets are prone to corporate capture 
and rule by elites, an idea that is unlikely to be captured 
_Q\PQV�I�XIZ\QKQXI\WZa�UWLMT�WN �KQ\QbMV[PQX��<PQ[�UWL-
el’s emphasis on the importance of  having direct citizen 
involvement at every level of  power means that it will 
always be a strong proponent of  democratic values, but 
not everyone would agree that those democratic ideals 
are more important and should be valued more highly 
\PIV�W\PMZ�^IT]M[��[]KP�I[�R][\QKM��

The justice-oriented model is less commonly applied 
in curriculums in Canada presently, but has gained a 
lot of  attention lately and is supported by many who 
feel that the Social Studies curriculum should better 
prepare students to think critically about the systems 
\PI\�KWUXZQ[M�\PM�[WKQM\a�\PMa�TQ^M�QV��;WUM�IZO]M��NWZ�
example, that it is “nearly impossible to teach democra-
cy without placing the pursuit of  social justice and the 
examination [of] existing social, economic, and political 
structures at the center of  the endeavor” (Jorgenson 
�����������?PQTM�\PQ[�SQVL�WN �[\Z]K\]ZIT�M`IUQVI\QWV�Q[�
often associated with the left-wing of  the political spec-
trum, who often advocate for the teaching of  concepts 
like systemic racism, a justice-oriented model of  citi-
bMV[PQX�Q[�VW\�Ja�LMÅVQ\QWV�I�XZWL]K\�WN �IVa�XIZ\QK]TIZ�
part of  the political spectrum, and does not have to op-
MZI\M�I[�[]KP��)[�?M[\PMQUMZ�IVL�3IPVM�XWQV\�W]\�_Q\P�
their own example of  the food drive, the justice-orient-
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in the present, but also how students would like to see 
[WKQM\a�UW^M�NWZ_IZL��+Z]KQITTa��\PM�TMV[�\PI\�I�;WKQIT�
Studies education takes will have a major impact on 
how students feel about democracy itself  and their role 
I[�IL^WKI\M[��XZIK\Q\QWVMZ[��IVL�KZQ\QK[�WN �LMUWKZIKa��
A personal responsibility model is more likely to make 
students feel like their personal values and character 
[PIXM�\PMQZ�[WKQM\a��)�XIZ\QKQXI\WZa�UWLMT�Q[�UWZM�TQSMTa�
\W�UISM�[\]LMV\[�NMMT�TQSM�\PMa�[PW]TL�MVOIOM�ÅZ[\�IVL�
NWZMUW[\�I[�^W\MZ[�IVL�LMUWKZI\QK�KQ\QbMV[��)�R][-
tice-oriented model is more likely to make students feel 
TQSM�\PMa�VMML�\W�M`IUQVM�\PM�[KIٺWTLQVO�\PI\�UISM[�]X�
\PMQZ�[WKQM\QM[�QV�\PM�ÅZ[\�XTIKM��PW_�\PW[M�[a[\MU[�KIUM�
\W�JM��IVL�PW_�\PMa�UQOP\�ZM^WT]\QWVQbM�\PW[M�[a[\MU[��
-IKP�WN �\PM[M�IXXZWIKPM[�PI[�[QOVQÅKIV\�QUXTQKI\QWV[�
for the health of  a democratic society, which is why 
Social Studies education is so important, and so very 
KWV\M[\ML��8IZ\QK]TIZ�KWV[QLMZI\QWV�[PW]TL�JM�\ISMV�Ja�
those in control of  Social Studies education to select 
IXXZWIKPM[�_Q\P�\PM[M�[QOVQÅKIV\�QUXIK\[�QV�UQVL��
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“BC’s Curriculum:�;WKQIT�;\]LQM[� ����\P�+MV\]Za�\W������º�BC’s Course Curriculum����� ��P\\X["��K]ZZQK]T]U�OW �̂
JK�KI�K]ZZQK]T]U�[WKQIT�[\]LQM[� �KWZM�

.WI��:�;���3TI[[MV��)���?MVOMZ��,���:IVL��)��IVL�5��;TILM��������¹AW]\P�IVL�;I\Q[NIK\QWV�_Q\P�,MUWKZIKa"�:M-
versing the Democratic Disconnect?” Centre for the Future of  Democracy��+IUJZQLOM��=VQ\ML�3QVOLWU��P\\X["��___�
JMVVM\\QV[\Q\]\M�KIU�IK�]S�UMLQI�]XTWIL[�ÅTM[�AW]\PGIVLG;I\Q[NIK\QWVG_Q\PG,MUWKZIKaGTQ\M�XLN �
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dian Social Studies ������������ ��P\\X["��ÅTM[�MZQK�ML�OW �̂TWOQV�MbXZW`a�TQJZIZa�]ITJMZ\I�KI�N]TT\M`\�-2!�� ���XLN �

2WZOMV[WV��+��/ZMOO��������¹;WKQIT�;\]LQM[�+]ZZQK]T]U�5QOZI\QWV"�+WVNZWV\QVO�+PITTMVOM[�QV�\PM���[\�+MV\]Za�º�
In The Social Studies Curriculum: Purposes, Problems, and Possibilities, Fourth Edition,�MLQ\ML�Ja�-��?IaVM�:W[[��������6A"�
;=6A�8ZM[[�
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Studies Curriculum: Purposes, Problems, and Possibilities, Fourth Edition,�MLQ\ML�Ja�-��?IaVM�:W[[������!��6A"�;=6A�8ZM[[�

4M^M[Y]M��;\MXPIVM��������¹<MIKPQVO�;MKWVL�7ZLMZ�+WVKMX\[�QV�+IVILQIV�0Q[\WZa"�<PM�1UXWZ\IVKM�WN �»0Q[\WZQ-
KIT�;QOVQÅKIVKM¼�º�Canadian Social Studies��!����"������P\\X["��ÅTM[�MZQK�ML�OW^�N]TT\M`\�-2����! ��XLN �

5QTJ]ZV��/MWٺZMa���!����¹<PM�;WKQIT�;\]LQM[�+]ZZQK]T]U�QV�+IVILI"�)�;]Z^Ma�WN �\PM�8]JTQ[PML�4Q\MZI\]ZM�QV�
\PM�8I[\�,MKILM�º�The Journal of  Educational Thought ������"����������P\\X["��___�R[\WZ�WZO�TWOQV�MbXZW`a�TQJZIZa�
]ITJMZ\I�KI�[\IJTM����� �!�'[MY%��UM\ILI\IGQVNWG\IJGKWV\MV\[�

5QTM[��2IUM[��������¹+]ZZQK]T]U�:MNWZU�QV�I�+]T\]ZM�WN �:MLZM[["�0W_�;WKQIT�IVL�8WTQ\QKIT�8ZM[[]ZM[�IZM�;PIXQVO�
;WKQIT�;\]LQM[�+]ZZQK]T]U�QV�+IVILI�º Journal of  Curriculum Studies�������"��������P\\X["��___�\IVLNWVTQVM�KWU�
TWOQV�MbXZW`a�TQJZIZa�]ITJMZ\I�KI�LWQ�XLN������ ����������������� ��!���

“The Ontario Curriculum: ;WKQIT�;\]LQM[�/ZILM[���\W����0Q[\WZa�IVL�/MWOZIXPa�/ZILM[���IVL� �º�Ontario 
Ministry of  Education.���� ��P\\X"��___�ML]�OW �̂WV�KI�MVO�K]ZZQK]T]U�MTMUMV\IZa�[WKQIT�[\]LQM[�PQ[\WZa�OMWOZI-
XPa���� �XLN �

:I^Q\KP��,QIVM��������¹,WV¼\�3VW_�5]KP�)JW]\�0Q[\WZa�º�Slate��5Ia�����������P\\X["��[TI\M�KWU�P]UIV�QV\MZ-
M[\���������LWV�\�SVW_�U]KP�IJW]\�PQ[\WZa�P\UT�

:W[[��-��?IaVM�IVL�3M^QV�,��>QV[WV��������¹,IVOMZW][�+Q\QbMV[PQX�º�1V�<PM�Social Studies Curriculum: Purposes, 
Problems, and Possibilities, Fourth Edition��MLQ\ML�Ja�-��?IaVM�:W[[��!�������6A"�;=6A�8ZM[[�
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