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In a recent study of Americans’ beliefs
about how government should work,
political scientists John Hibbing and Eliza-
beth Theiss-Morse (2002) painted a depress-
ing picture of a populace that does not care
much about political issues and policies.
Contrary to the view that people yearn for
greater and more meaningful involvement in
self-governance, their research showed that
the vast majority of Americans purposely
avoid political participation, and that many
actually recoil from a system they perceive as
driven by narrow self-interest and rancorous
conflict.

Hibbing and Theiss-Morse are not the only
researchers documenting the low level of
political engagement in the United States.
Their study is particularly important, though,
because it links declines in political engage-
ment to the views that many hold regarding
conflict and controversy. They identified a
vexing paradox: While Americans generally
like conflict and controversy (e.g., their
addiction to watching
competitive sports and
reality shows on televi-
sion), they generally
dislike contentious
disputes about politics,
policy issues, and gover-
nance.

Hibbing and Theiss-
Morse advocate teaching the populace to
accept the inevitability, that there is “dis-
agreement among Americans on how to
resolve issues that are important to them and
to accept that there is disagreement on which
issues deserve to be on the political agenda in
the first place” (2002, 223). One way they
suggest changing Americans’ views toward
political conflict is to revamp what students
in elementary and secondary schools are
taught about the nature of democracy and
democratic participation. They advocate
loading the civic education curriculum with
hotly debated political issues in order to
teach young people that controversy is not an
unfortunate byproduct of democracy, but one
of its core and vital elements.

The idea that controversial political issues
should be a central feature of a school-based
democratic education program is not new. In
an influential report about social studies
issued in 1916, schools were encouraged to
create “Problems of Democracy” courses that
emphasized contemporary political issues
(U.S. Bureau of Education). Enthusiasm for
this approach continues today among some
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Controversies about Controversial
Issues in Democratic Education

educators as evidenced by the recently
released Civic Mission of the Schools Report
(2002), which endorses covering political
controversies in the curriculum. Specifically,
it recommends that schools:

Incorporate discussion of current local,
national, and international issues and
events into the classroom, particularly
those that young people view as important
to their lives. When young people have
opportunities to discuss current issues in a
classroom setting, they tend to have
greater interest in politics, improved
critical thinking and communications
skills, more civic knowledge, and more
interest in discussing public affairs out of
school (p. 6).

The rationales for teaching students to
discuss controversial political issues in
schools are multiple and wide ranging.
Unlike many other venues, schools are
particularly suitable sites for discussions of
issues. As Amy Gutmann writes, “Schools
have a much greater capacity than most
parents and voluntary associations for
teaching children to reason out loud about
disagreements that arise in democratic
politics” (1999, 58). Schools’ greater
capacity lies in the fact that they contain
more ideological diversity than one would
expect to find in a family, church, synagogue,
mosque, or club. This diversity of views
makes classrooms powerful places to promote
what Gutmann deems the most important
component of democratic education: “rational
deliberations of competing conceptions of the
good life and the good society” (44).

There is evidence to support the claim that
discussions of controversial issues in schools
can enhance democratic thinking. For
example, research shows a positive relation-
ship between discussion of complex policy
issues (especially civil liberties controver-
sies) and the development of tolerant atti-
tudes and knowledge of the need for toler-
ance in democracies (Avery 2002). Participa-
tion in discussions of controversial issues
also appears to influence other forms of
political engagement. Findings from the
International Association for the Evaluation
of Educational Achievement (IEA) study of
90,000 students in 28 countries advances the
importance of issues discussions in an open
classroom climate (Torney-Purta, Lehmann,
Oswald and Schultz 2001). In an open
classroom climate, “students experience their
classrooms as places to investigate issues and
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explore their opinions and those of their peers” (138). The
IEA researchers reported that open classroom climate for
discussion is a significant predictor of civic knowledge,
support for democratic values, participation in political
discussion, and political engagement (measured by whether
young people say they will vote when they are legally able).

There is also evidence to suggest that participating in
discussions in school influences students’ civic behavior after
they leave high school. Molly Andolina and her colleagues
(2003) found that students who reported they had discussed
issues in class were more likely to say they had participated in
civic activities such as signing a written petition, participating
in a boycott, and following political news most of the time.

The Controversies about Controversial
Issues

Notwithstanding the promising research findings, and the
enthusiasm among civic education leaders for an issues-rich
curriculum, teaching young people how to discuss political
issues is often quite controversial. Ironically, the very reason
that Hibbing and Theiss-Morse give for Americans’ low levels
of political engagement (e.g., their aversion to political
conflict) is the reason that the solution they propose (more
conflict in civic education) is so difficult to put into practice.
That is, the controversies that emanate from democratic
education programs that include contentious political issues
may be just the kinds of political controversies that people
want to avoid. Many adults either want schools to mirror their
ideas, or fear that adding controversy to the curriculum
creates controversy, as opposed to simply teaching young
people how to deal more effectively with the kinds of political
controversies that exist outside of school. As one of Jonathan
Zimmerman’s students remarked, “You’ll never see a parents’
group called ‘Americans in Favor of Debating the Other Side’
in Our Schools” (2002, 197).

The general aversion to controversy serves as a barrier to
enacting issue-rich democratic education programs. There are
others barriers as well, including:

(1) differing views about the purposes of democracy
education;

) fears that teachers, other students, or instruments of
the “official curriculum” (such as textbooks and films) will
indoctrinate students into particular positions on issues;

(3)  and sharp conflicts about what should rightly be
considered an issue in the first place.

The rancorous division that permeates the current political
climate, coupled with the aftermath of September 11, make
the terrain of controversial issues teaching especially treach-
erous now. For example, the Civic Mission of the Schools
report from which I quoted earlier goes on to note that
“teachers need support in broaching controversial issues in
classrooms since they may risk criticism or sanctions if they
do so (2002, 6). In the most dramatic instances, teachers were
disciplined and even fired for teaching about controversial
political issues that involved September 11. More commonly,
teachers were instructed to eliminate or curtail plans to teach
about such issues. One teacher in New York, for example, was
ordered by her principal to spend no more than two 50-minute
class periods teaching about 9/11-related controversies (such
as whether the U.S. should bomb Afghanistan). The special
challenges presented by September 11 and its aftermath layer
onto the barriers that are always in place. That is, this
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approach to democratic education is always challenging—but
those challenges are even more difficult to address effectively
in the current climate.

Disagreement Over The Purposes of
Democratic Education

Joel Westheimer and Joseph Kahne (2004) point out that
while there is little disagreement over whether it is important
for schools to educate toward democratic participation, there
is marked dissension about the kind of participation schools
should foster. This disagreement stems from larger questions
about what “good” citizens in a democracy are supposed to
do. Is it more important for the populace to monitor and
critique political leaders or to volunteer to help community
members in need? Is it more important to vote in every
election or to use the marketplace to voice political views by
buying or boycotting? Is it more important to deliberate
political issues with people whose political views are different
from your own or to join with like-minded people to advocate
a partisan position on a political issue? While these activities
are not mutually exclusive, research shows that very few
people regularly engage in all of these forms of political
involvement.

Given the disagreement about what constitutes effective
democratic participation, it is not surprising that people also
disagree about what kind of democratic education young
people should receive. While some of these conceptions of
what “good” citizens should do line up well with teaching
issues in schools, others do not. For example, many service
learning programs that focus on individual volunteerism are
devoid of meaningful discussion of controversial political
issues. And even some political advocacy programs assume
that students agree about the best position on controversial
issues, otherwise they would not have a position in common
for which to advocate.

Charges of Indoctrination

A second and more challenging obstacle to including
controversial political issues as a part of democratic education
is that it opens teachers and school districts up to charges of
indoctrination. This typically occurs in two different ways.
First, a teacher (or teaching material) may be perceived as (or
may actually be) promoting one position on a controversial
issue as the “best” answer. Second, there may be something
about the issue per se that makes the mere discussions about it
indoctrination. For example, a discussion over whether the
United States should withdraw its troops from Iraq might
draw charges from conservatives that even discussing the
question is a form of leftist indoctrination.

Because public opinion can shift over time, selecting
subjects for issue discussions can be like shooting at a moving
target. As an example, consider how the granting of women’s
suffrage in the United States shifted from a controversial
political issue to a question about which virtually all Ameri-
cans would now agree. It is far easier to teach about an issue
when there is widespread agreement in the general public than
when there is conflict about whether an issue is really an
issue. But there is often disagreement about what constitutes a
legitimate issue for discussion. This conflict shows up in the
various ways that teachers define and approach issues in the
classroom.
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