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VERY FEW ADULTS, if any, especially teachers and other school personnel, oppose "good" or "meaningful" teaching. We would probably agree, however, that such teaching is less common than we would like. Why? What gets in the way? And what can we do about it? What follow are some of the conclusions I have reached on the basis of a careful reading, analysis, and interpretation of the relevant research literature. (1) Because I narrowed my focus to conditions and circumstances that are outside the control of teachers and classrooms, I do not deal here with what teachers do or do not know, what teachers are or are not able to do, what role demands are made of them, or what the material conditions of teaching are, such as the books that are available and the number of students a teacher is expected to teach. That leaves out a lot that should be considered in particular cases and that might best be addressed locally by the people directly involved. But it also leaves us with many constraints that too often receive much less attention, perhaps because they originate outside of the classroom. Closing the classroom door, however, does not keep them out. Rather than present a rather long list of external constraints, I offer examples of patterns or climates of constraint to meaningful teaching. Borrowing from meteorology, I use the word climate to refer to prevailing conditions that affect the life and activity of a place. Sometimes the prevailing conditions are tangible, whether they are strong winds or the voices of well-organized interest groups. At other times they are less tangible--for example, a "climate of opinion."

Meaningful social studies teaching refers to teaching for learning and critical thinking that incorporates diverse perspectives and students. This means taking students beyond memorization to comprehension and coherence. It means connecting pieces or chunks of information both with each other (e.g., a diagram or web rather than a list) and with what one already knows (i.e., elaborating or extending mental schema). Critical thinking means raising and pursuing questions about the ideas one encounters. (2) Diverse perspectives include different or changing interpretations as well as the voices of various participants in events, movements, and everyday life. This kind of teaching and learning thus enables students to come to understand, for example, how and why male and female (and/or older and younger) workers tend to have different views of equal employment and advancement opportunities, or of a "hostile work environment" and "sexual harassment."

The six climates of constraint that emerged from my review can be grouped into three pairs: stifling, chilling, and drought-stricken (see Table 1).

After briefly describing each climate and how it limits or undermines teaching for meaningful learning and critical thinking that incorporates diverse perspectives and students, I encourage social studies teachers and others to consider how they can deal with rather than submit to these climates of constraint.

Stifling Climates

Stifling climates narrow or close off opportunities for meaningful learning and critical thinking. Whether they are the result of bureaucracy or rigid conservatism, they make it difficult to deal with a range of ideas in thoughtful ways. Teachers try to survive by doing as little as possible.

Bureaucratic Climate

A bureaucratic school climate with an administrative emphasis on law and order is characterized by an emphasis on following the school rules (e.g., attendance, dress, homework, grading) and keeping classrooms, bathrooms, and hallways neat, clean, and quiet (i.e., orderly). There is little or no flexibility in application of the rules or tolerance for either questioning or innovation. The underlying assumption seems to be that centralized order is prerequisite to teaching and learning, that learning will occur if teachers and students are orderly, or that learning to be orderly is sufficient.

Because bureaucratic rules are not self-enforcing, and direct personal oversight tends to be relatively weak in large schools, it may be that administratively sanctioned technical forms of control play a substantial role in creating and maintaining law-and-order climates. Zeichner, Tabachnick, and Densmore (3) have shown how technical controls, such as scheduling, team teaching, structured instructional materials, and external exams, can shape teachers' beliefs and practices in ways that inhibit teaching for meaningful learning and critical thinking.

When bureaucratic controls supporting law and order are enforced, they can substantially constrain meaningful teaching and learning, as vividly portrayed in Linda McNeil's ethnographic study of social studies classrooms in four Midwest high schools. (4) These seemingly typical schools, all in the same state, were selected to represent a range of relations among administrators, curricula, and teachers.

At all four schools that McNeil studied, the social studies teachers saw themselves as professionals and subject matter experts. While required courses (e.g., U.S. history) were specified by the state, their content was not. The schools also had similar student populations and resources, and lacked "new" projects or initiatives. Even so, they differed considerably in administrative priorities and in the support given teachers for meaningful teaching and learning. Only one of the four schools was characterized by a good academic reputation and a collegial relationship among teachers and between faculty and administration. A second school featured strong department chairs who could moderate administrative controls and a social studies chair who played a key role in shaping his department's positive reputation. The other two schools were marked by distance, if not estrangement, between controlling administrators and faculty who believed that good teaching was neither supported nor rewarded.

What McNeil called "defensive teaching" was observed at all four schools. It was more common, however, at the two schools where administrators distanced themselves from curricular concerns and gave priority to controls on students and, less overtly, on teachers as well. According to McNeil, when administrators emphasize law and order, teachers teach defensively. They "choose to simplify content and reduce demands on students in return for classroom order and minimal student compliance on assignments." (5) Defensive teaching controls students by limiting classroom knowledge. It is characterized by (a) fragmentation, or reduction of information, such as New Deal programs, to lists; (b) mystification, or presentation of a complex or controversial topic, such as the Federal Reserve System or racism, as important but unknowable; (c) omission, for example, of contemporary events in U.S. history; and (d) defensive simplification, or the seeking of "students' compliance on a lesson by promising that it will not be difficult and will not go into any depth," (6) that is, "the ritual of seeming to deal with the topic." (7)

The contradiction that McNeil's study and analysis highlight is that efforts to improve schooling (or teaching and learning) by means of regulations, accountability measures, or other controls--what I would call a "law and order" climate--have the opposite effect of encouraging defensive teaching and undermining meaningful learning and critical thinking that incorporates diverse perspectives.

A Conservative Climate

In a conservative climate, the emphasis is less on rules, policies, and procedures and more on community, school, and/or teacher cultures intent on maintaining the status quo by transmitting the prevailing culture to newcomers. New teachers, for example, are socialized into "the way we do things here" and are offered acceptance and support in exchange for not "rocking the boat." (8) The promise of tenure (or the threat of its denial) serves as the carrot and stick that encourages new teachers to go along. It is possible that the norms being conserved support teaching for meaningful learning and critical thinking that incorporates diverse perspectives and students, but it is more likely, as Jules Henry reminds us, (9) that the dominant community-school-teacher culture is traditional and oriented toward the acquisition of predetermined information and presumably discrete skills in structured settings that minimize controversy and reward "right answers."

Despite long-standing assumptions of teacher individualism and isolation associated with "closing the classroom door," (10) Zeichner and Gore (11) find "little question that the influence of colleagues needs to be taken into account in attempts to understand teacher socialization." Furthermore, parental pressures also serve to socialize teachers "into the traditions of a school community," (12) either directly or indirectly via the school or district administration or through the children. (13) Individual administrators seem to be less influential than are colleagues or parents.

Learning how to present oneself as a newcomer to a school, and understanding and accommodating the school culture, does not necessarily encompass learning how to teach. It does mean fitting in, or appearing to fit in, and avoiding the violation of major cultural norms or codes, sometimes simply by remaining silent. Although it is possible that a traditional or conservative climate will not extend to classroom practice, new teachers may assume that it does and then act accordingly.

Chilling Climates

Chill tends to limit movement and may lead to illness. It keeps some of us inside where it is warmer and more comfortable. (14) Curriculum in general--and perhaps social studies more than other school subjects--is an area of continual contest as various groups attempt to promote their interests and preferred values, norms, and beliefs. Inclusion in (or exclusion from) the school curriculum gives official sanction and legitimacy to one's views and position. (15) For example, including women's experience and perspectives in the main story conveyed by history textbooks, rather than in special features or not at all, communicates that women matter and are an integral part of "our" history. Excluding or marginalizing women's experience and perspectives communicates the opposite message.

A Threatening Climate

In contrast to mandates that impose the teaching of certain topics and views (e.g., Americanism, national loyalty, the evils of communism, the free enterprise system), censorship aims to limit or prohibit the expression of certain ideas or to control their treatment in schools, often by banning the offensive topic, materials, and activities altogether. Censorship efforts used to involve requests by parents or groups of parents that their children not read a book or participate in a specific activity. More recent censorship efforts have involved requests and demands by individuals and groups that no students be allowed to read the book in question under the school's auspices. (16)

A Climate of Judicial Restraint

In addition to climates in which there are external curriculum challenges, there is a second kind of chilling climate, a judicial climate, in which teachers are ordered to follow others' decisions, in the form of federal court decisions against the "freedom to teach and learn" on First Amendment grounds. Courts have ruled that teacher contracts make "freedom to teach" a labor-management issue in most cases, usually meaning that public school teachers are obliged to follow board policies, as implemented by school and district administrators.

Drought-Stricken Climates

Drought-stricken climates can be either hot or cold. They are so dry, even parched, that the prospects for meaningful learning and critical thinking are slim under these conditions. Few seeds of knowledge sprout here.

A Climate of Pathology and Pessimism

A climate of pathology and pessimism is one in which students are perceived to have numerous problems, along with limited abilities, motivation, and/or future prospects. The students who are perceived to have pathologies in this kind of school climate are more often poor, limited-English proficient, and/or of color than they are middle class, native speakers of English, and white. Because of the "problems" that these students are perceived to bring with them to the school, teachers and other school personnel do not expect much of them and do not try to teach them much. Pedagogical pessimism tends to be self-fulfilling. Students are offered "basics" and drill, but they are not considered "ready" for more meaningful learning or critical thinking. Ironically, a more inclusive, challenging curriculum might well be more engaging and effective. (17) Instead, students' lack of involvement in and "progress" through dreary, routine activities is taken as evidence of their pathology and grounds for continued pessimism. This climate thus sustains itself. (18)

The evidence from classroom studies clearly shows that different teachers perceive the same student behavior differently--or perceive the same behavior differently depending on the student who exhibits it. In our study of classroom knowledge-in-use with twenty-two elementary and secondary, urban and suburban teachers, (9) we found that some teachers who saw their students as lacking prerequisite knowledge, skill, or motivation tried to encourage and support these students and bring them "up to speed," while others simplified things so that students could handle them without major difficulty. Although it is a truism in education that taking one's students' backgrounds into account is a good thing, it is not at all good to deny students opportunities for meaningful academic learning, and this may be especially true of those students who have fewer such opportunities outside of school. (20)

While dubbing this a climate of pathology may sound strong, the term emphasizes the danger of seeing student "problems" such as poverty, uncooperativeness, or communication difficulties as individual or in the person, rather than as the result of the structural conditions that students have to face.

A Competitive Climate

In a competitive climate, the school atmosphere is dominated by student testing and public school ranking based on standardized, usually statewide, test results. Test scores are given priority, and other goals are secondary at best. Such a competitive climate can be seen as parallel to a law and order climate insofar as a single goal--higher test scores--predominates and is imposed by administrators on teachers who, in turn, focus their efforts on gaining students' acquiescence. (21) Students, teachers, administrators, schools, and districts may come to be judged as more or less meritorious or desirable depending on their ranking in local, state, or national comparisons. New York, for example, is among the states making such school and district data publicly available (e.g., at www.nysed.gov). In western New York, a business newspaper publishes its own annual rankings of school districts based in large part on test scores, which are reputed to affect real estate values in the suburbs. The stakes become economic as well as allowing status and bragging rights. The pressure on teachers to raise students' scores has become intense in some schools and districts as demonstrated by newspaper reports including instances of various forms of teacher cheating. (22)

The use of tests to shape classroom instruction has a significant history, dating back to at least the 1960s (and to the late nineteenth century in New York State) when state boards and legislatures began to mandate exams and link students' scores to rewards and/or sanctions. For example, about two decades ago, in Pittsburgh, Pennsylvania, a highly regarded superintendent and a university faculty member well known in measurement circles worked together toward what they called "assessment-driven instructional improvement." A "critical thinking" project was launched in social studies with a focus on writing essays according to explicit criteria or standards that were taken as evidence of critical thought. Not surprisingly, classroom observation revealed little discussion or critical thinking in teacher-student interaction. Rather, there was an emphasis on writing "critical thinking essays" similar to those that constituted the tests. (23) Overall, this competitive climate of student testing and public school ranking seems to influence what is taught more than how it is taught (although the distinction is not always clear) and to be stronger (a) in secondary than in elementary schools; (b) in high- than in low-stakes arenas; (c) in subject areas and grades directly tested; (d) in higher status or reputation schools and districts (because of the pressure to maintain or increase one's rank); and (e) among teachers with less established positions in a school. (24) Even when faced with exams that purport to assess more than the acquisition of information, traditional instructional approaches, such as textbook-based recitation and "note-giving," seem to predominate.

Coping Strategies and Concluding Comment

Once social studies teachers recognize that they are operating in a climate of constraint, what can they do besides just giving in and going along? The following suggestions are intended to prompt readers in a particular situation to consider what is practical in their situation or context.

Conservative and pathological climates, because they are less tangible than are the others, lend themselves to informal or casual coping strategies such as "strategic compliance." (25) Strategic compliance refers to giving the appearance of going along with the dominant school culture while not giving in to it. It involves remaining silent publicly, while sharing with allies privately. The existence of more than one teacher culture in a school, or more than one parent culture in a community, can be seen not only as a source of conflict to be negotiated but also as a situation that provides options for the teacher. A progressive social studies teacher can survive in such climates.

A strong, committed, politically savvy individual can engage in what Lacey calls "strategic redefinition." This involves efforts to redefine means to agreed-upon educational goals (and sometimes the modification of goal definitions as well). An example might be agreeing that students seem to bring numerous problems to school, making teaching and learning difficult, while arguing (gently and persistently) and demonstrating that what these students need is more rather than less education. Levin calls this enriched approach "accelerated schooling." (26) Another example, in a conservative climate, might involve showing how the incorporation of diverse perspectives illustrates and strengthens "western" traditions of open inquiry and the "free marketplace of ideas."

Whereas strategies for dealing with conservative and pathological climates can be pursued by individual teachers, coping individually with law-and-order climates and with chilling and competitive ones is more difficult. In such circumstances, a teacher acting alone could be charged with violating the school district rules or jeopardizing students' futures. In contrast, a collegial group effort, even if it involves only a handful of teachers, is more likely to be successful. Collective strategic redefinition is possible if it is negotiated diplomatically with administrators, teachers, and relevant others. For example, research about the "contradictions of control" might be shared in a discussion group seeking to improve "our school." Similarly, research evidence about improving test scores through teaching for meaningful learning might be shared. Perhaps a pilot project could be undertaken in which two or three progressive social studies teachers teach in more meaningful ways and the outcomes, including but not limited to test scores, are documented and evaluated.

With respect to chilling climates, districts should have formal policies in place to deal fairly with any parental or outsider objection to what is being taught in social studies classes, how, or with what materials. In that way, teachers and administrators know how to respond to censorship challenges, and the due process rights of all sides can be respected. Teachers should get a copy of school or district policy so they know how to proceed if challenged. If there is no formal policy, preferably one with a written complaint form (to discourage frivolous objections and verbal harangues), teachers could work together with others to draft such documents (based on ones already in use elsewhere) and obtain their adoption, perhaps with the support and assistance of teacher, parent-teacher, or professional associations. NCSS has produced several publications that may be helpful in dissipating the chill.

