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As LGBTQ issues gain prominence in political and social arenas directly re-
lated to social studies teaching, the field of social studies can no longer remain 
silent. The author argues that we need to move beyond marginal programs 
and an emphasis on anti-bullying measures to examine the heteronormative 
structures that school students in sexuality. She draws on queer theory to look 
critically at how the current vision statement and standards of NCSS position 
students to understand LGBTQ issues and persons and to recognize these as 
rights issues in public discourse. Although the findings are not optimistic about 
social studies as a field of social change and critical social understanding, there 
are moments of possibility in the field. 

The last few years have provided many challenges for lesbian, 
gay, bisexual, transgender, and queer (LGBTQ) persons and issues in 
the United States seeking to gain recognition in the political arena. 
Restrictive marriage amendments have passed as ballot measures in 
29 states and 45 states bar same-sex marriage (Lambda Legal, 2010b). 
Voters in three states have passed measures that bar gay couples from 
adopting children. An additional 20 states do not allow second par-
ent adoptions which prevent LGBQ couples from adopting children 
jointly (Lambda Legal, 2010a). Although recently passed at the federal 
level, hate crimes legislation at the state level is scarce and often does 
not include the LGBTQ community (Anti-Defamation League, 2010). 
Politicians who support gay marriage or champion other gay rights 
face electoral consequences. Perhaps, the most important question is 
who gets to decide how and to whom these civil rights are distributed – 
courts, legislatures, or the populace. While courts and legislatures have 
attempted to intervene, the public currently wields significant power 
via the ballot. These issues of rights and recognition in the political 
arena are also present in the school environment. 

Although schools may seek to shelter students from political 
debates, the realities of the world reach our students in many ways. 
First, issues about parental recognition, group organizing, employment 
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rights, the definition of a valid relationship, and the needs of transi-
tioning persons affect school policies. Second, the call for hate crimes 
legislation parallels the call for bullying and harassment policies in 
schools. Schools have long been cited as physically and emotionally 
hostile places for students who identified as or were perceived to be gay, 
lesbian, or transgendered (Kosciw & Diaz, 2006). The violence ranges 
from name-calling to physical violence to the February 2008 shooting 
of a gay middle school student. It is blamed for two highly-profiled 
suicides in 2009 by bullied students. Third, the politics of identity – how 
the categories of gay, lesbian, male, female, transgendered, heterosexual, 
bisexual are constructed and projected – affect all students in how they 
understand themselves and others. The curriculum, spaces, and social 
functions of schools are powerful forces in developing these identities. 
Finally, students are part of a public. We expect youth to be civically 
and politically engaged. If a primary mission of schools is to prepare 
citizens, then it is important to query how students are prepared to 
take on the role of citizen in relation to the common good and the 
extension of rights. 

The field of education does little to directly address the manner 
in which LGBTQ issues should be incorporated into schools. These 
decisions are left to individual communities. The most widespread 
remedies taken by schools across the nation are anti-bullying policies 
and education designed to curb the physical and emotional violence 
which affects LGBTQ youth. These programs are important in protect-
ing the lives and identities of many youth in schools, but they fail to 
recognize that bullying is symptomatic of a larger culture of heteronor-
mativity in school curricula, pedagogy, policy, and social structures that 
schools tend to overlook. The heteronormative culture threatens the 
full inclusion of LGBTQ youth and families into school communities 
and undermines access to quality education. 

The field of social studies is a natural fit for questions about citi-
zenship, civil rights, and the common good. The National Council of the 
Social Studies (NCSS) identifies the rationale for teaching social studies 
to be grounded in preparing students to be “well-informed citizens 
and civic-minded citizenry that can sustain and build on democratic 
traditions” (NCSS, 2008, p.1). Key democratic values include equality, 
recognition of difference, and protection of minority rights against tyr-
anny by the majority. Although it is commonly accepted that inequality 
undermines this democratic vision, the deliberation about whose rights 
should be recognized has plagued the United States since it claimed to 
be one of liberty, equality, and justice for all. The struggle for recognition 
of LGBTQ rights is reminiscent of earlier contestations about civil and 
political rights for women, African Americans, other racial and ethnic 
minority groups, and people with physical and mental disabilities. 
Multicultural curricula and pedagogies have been created by scholars 
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and educational organizations to redress this inequality (Banks, 1999; 
Gay & Howard, 2000; Sleeter & Grant, 2007). These frameworks encour-
age greater inclusion of people and events while also promoting the 
use of critical questions about how inequality is institutionalized into 
society. The lack of full inclusion threatens the values of democracy and 
democratic education. If the redress of rights lies in citizenship educa-
tion, in what ways does the field of social studies prepare students to 
understand the boundaries and possibilities around gender and sexual-
ity? Further, how well does the creation of students as citizens prepare 
them to deliberate about the common good?  

In order to address these questions, I analyze (and queer) three 
major works published by NCSS that frame the discourse of sexuality 
in the social studies and then make recommendations that guide states 
and districts in developing their social studies curriculum. The article 
first introduces queer theory and discourse analysis, the tools used to 
analyze the published works. 

Conceptual and Analytical Frameworks

In order to attend to the social context that frames LGBTQ issues 
and identities, the analysis takes advantage of an academic shift from 
LGBT Studies to queer theory. LGBT Studies is attentive to the inclu-
sion of lesbian, gay, and bisexual and transgendered and transsexual 
persons and issues in the curriculum (Halperin, 2003; Lovaas, Elia & 
Yep, 2006). While LGBT Studies attempts to recover the lost subject, 
queer theory questions how the categories of LGBTQ came to exist and 
how they affect the way in which people behave and can be identified. 
Using LGBT Studies to examine the rationale for and curriculum of so-
cial studies would be futile; LGBTQ people and issues are absent in the 
formal social studies curriculum.1  That sexuality is absent in the formal 
curriculum does not mean it is absent in the informal curriculum and 
social order of schools. The task, using queer theory, is to examine what 
is said about sexuality in that silence (Freire, 1985; Thornton, 2003). 

We do not need to talk about sexuality in order to teach sexuality. 
Dissidents argue that schools do not teach heterosexuality and, thus, 
neither should they teach homosexuality (Sax, 2005). But theorists (e.g., 
Epstein & Johnson, 1998; Ferfolja, 2007; mac an Ghaill, 1994) are attentive 
to the manner in which (hetero)sexualities are indeed “schooled.” In 
schools as spaces of heterosexual identity formation, LGBTQ students 
learn to police their identities. For example, mac an Ghaill (1994) ex-
amines how school spaces, curricula, and teachers provide a unitary 
definition of man, while knowing that few individuals adhere to the 
pure category. Epstein and Johnson (1998) examine how students try 
on sexual identities in social relations with their peers and teachers. 
Even the curriculum – the presentation of First Ladies supporting 
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their husbands – reinforces acceptable ways to perform sexuality as 
well as masculinity and femininity. Students read, make sense of, and 
internalize the sexual teaching of schools through the curriculum, 
acceptable social activities, pictures on desks and walls, and relation-
ships with others in the formation of their personal identity and social 
understanding. The curriculum, policies, and social content of schools 
teach students proper heterosexual roles and limit their gender and 
sexual imagination.  

The term “queer theory” arose in a 1990 conference address by 
Teresa deLauretis. She sought to disrupt her perceived complacency 
of LGBT Studies by arguing that the field needed to “queer” the het-
eronormative underpinnings of theory and research (Halperin, 2003). 
Notions of normativity are now at the core of the field. Attention to 
norms and their function in society, theory, and research are often at-
tributed to Foucault’s thesis about the production of sexual discourse 
in The History of Sexuality (1978/1990). Foucault theorizes sexuality 
in the modern era to explain the discursive production of sexuality. 
Countering claims that the modern era was one of repressive sexuality, 
he asserts that bans on sex increased dialogue about sexual practices. 
The ways in which people had sex were categorized into allowable and 
unallowable acts, first by the church and later by law. Sexual relation-
ships between women and between men no longer belonged to a broad 
category of ways to act sexually. They now belonged to a category of 
inappropriate sexual acts that were pathologized by church and state. 
The criminalization of sex did more than delimit actions; it also named 
and categorized people. People did not merely engage in same-sex 
acts; people were homosexuals. Foucault defined this as a discourse of 
sexuality. As a discourse, the meaning of terms like heterosexual and 
homosexual were not isolated ideas, but part of a structure of sexuality 
in society. Their meanings were solidified when people used the new 
terms to identify, categorize, and monitor themselves and others.  

Queer theory draws upon queer as a signifier for the production 
of sexual and gender normality (Butler, 2004; Jagose, 1997; Sumara & 
Davis, 1999). 

‘Queer’ is not meant as a signifier that represents gay, lesbian, bi-
sexual, and transgendered identities. Rather, ‘queer’ functions as 
a marker representing interpretive work that refuses what Halley 
has called ‘the heterosexual bribe’ – that is, the cultural rewards 
afforded those whose public performances of self are contained 
within that narrow band of behaviors considered proper to a 
heterosexual identity. (Sumara & Davis, 1999, p. 192)  

Queer, as a theory, interrogates how performances of sexuality are nor-
malized. Queer theorists argue that the production of norms/standards 
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of sexuality regulates behavior and identity in ways the law and church 
did previously (Britzman, 1995; Butler, 2004; Dilley, 1999). A standard 
arises when a term like heterosexual acquires a set of attributes that 
define what is socially acceptable. Heterosexual is not merely a word, 
but a concept imbued with a set of “normal” characteristics that enable 
individuals to assess and monitor themselves and others. By consis-
tently referring to sexual identities and behaviors with and against the 
normal heterosexual, the standard is reinforced. The use of binaries to 
define and differentiate ideas like masculine/feminine, heterosexual/
homosexual contributes to the production of norms. Giving meaning 
to a word through its opposite makes the two ideas interdependent. 
To know homosexual as opposite from heterosexual means to set it in 
opposition to the characteristics that define heterosexual. It does not 
have an independent set of attributes; rather, we learn homosexual by 
what it is not. Queer theorists argue that these binaries are problematic 
because they further the production of normal and do not account for 
the overlap between the categories and identities not represented in 
the either/or paradigm. To queer something or to use queer theory is 
to examine what is being normalized, the mechanisms through which 
norms are produced, and how they affect people and institutions.

Foucault used discourse to emphasize that words are embedded 
with/in cultural context and larger meaning. The analytical tool of dis-
course analysis examines text through its larger meaning (Fairclough, 
1995; Mills, 2004; Rogers, 2004). It is useful here because it offers a tool 
through which to examine the way in which text produces normalizing 
mechanisms in the social studies. Discourse analysis pays attention 
to contexts as a way of understanding particular words and phrases 
through cultural, political, and historical meanings as it affects con-
sumption of the text; it seeks to better understand the meaning behind 
the word by examining the context in which it is situated. 

Fairclough (2001) also examines language as a social practice. He 
argues that discourse is part of society – it is part of a social process that 
interprets and produces societal meaning. How discourse is formed 
stems from social structures, but the process of producing the discourse 
reproduces (or resists) those social structures. Discourse analysis asks 
questions about the meaning and implications of discourse by: (a) de-
scribing the text, (b) interpreting its interactions with social processes, 
and (c) explaining the relationship of that interpretation within a 
larger social context. This is the process that guides the analysis that 
follows. In this study, I examine how sexuality is structured into the 
frameworks of social studies by exploring their words, practices, and 
broader contexts. 

The Discourse of Sexuality in the Social Studies
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The purpose of this article is to explore the discourse of sexuality 
and citizenship within NCSS to better understand how social studies 
prepares students to consider LGBTQ issues as part of the common 
good. Although we do not know the extent to which the goals and vi-
sions of NCSS are implemented in individual classrooms, we do know 
that the literature, visions, and standards developed by NCSS create the 
field called social studies education and guide states, school districts, 
classroom teachers, and colleges of education2 in their orientation to-
ward the field. We must assume variation among and even resistance 
to this national agenda from individual entities, but examining NCSS 
documents provides a framework through which to understand how 
sexuality and citizenship are being presented for implementation. The 
two documents that most affect curriculum are the NCSS vision state-
ment, revised in 2008, and the 1994 curriculum standards – Expecta-
tions of Excellence. Neither contain any explicit references to gender or 
sexuality. Queer theory suggests that we can still examine these docu-
ments for what and how the social studies normalize students’ thinking 
about themselves as actors of the common good and the consequences 
of these discourses. The primary source of literature about gender and 
sexuality in the social studies arose in the spring 2002 special edition of 
the journal published by NCSS – Theory and Research in Social Education 
(TRSE) (see Cary, 2001 and Mayo, 2007 for other inclusions). This lead-
ing publication about practice and research is supported by NCSS but 
has a different editorial board and audience. The examination of this 
literature presents and critiques the discourse of sexuality that exists 
in the field upon which NCSS, states, and districts can draw (Foucault, 
1978/1990). 

A Literature of Homophobia, Heteronormativity, and Social Justice

The collection of articles in TRSE in Spring 2002 “challenges social 
studies business-as-usual” approach to LGBTQ issues (Thornton, 2002, 
p. 185). These articles, which describe the school climate and curriculum 
in regard to LGBTQ issues, increase our awareness and bring silenced 
voices into the mix, but they also reify social norms around sexuality 
and gender. 

The articles in the TRSE issue largely describe a hostile climate 
toward LGBTQ students. Many of the articles characterize schools as 
homophobic - literally the (irrational) fear of homosexuality (Bickmore, 
2002; Crocco, 2002; Franck, 2002; Marchman, 2002). Homophobia may 
arise from internal fear or external hatred, but in either case it manifests 
itself in a hostile school climate for LGBTQ students. These students 
are regularly on the receiving end of derogatory comments in school 
hallways (Crocco, 2002; Franck, 2002). Whether or not students identify 
as LGBT or Q does not prevent the labels from being applied through 



320 Summer 2010

verbal insults, physical threats, and violence. More telling perhaps is the 
finding that of all the identities students hold, being LGBT or Q is the 
most feared (Avery, 2002; Crocco, 2002; Franck, 2002; Levstik & Groth, 
2002). The fear attached to being labeled or called “gay” or “lesbian” by 
peers perpetuates a culture in which students call out others to draw 
attention away from themselves. 

Franck (2002), Marchman (2002), and Oesterreich (2002) use 
heteronormativity to characterize the hostile school climate. Heteronor-
mativity is the assumption that everyone is heterosexual and leads to 
a set of policies and structures that reinforce heterosexuality by failing 
to recognize other sexualities (see also Letts, 2001; Rich, 1993; Straut & 
Sapon-Shevin, 2002; Sumara & Davis, 1999). The authors of the TRSE 
articles argue that the school climate, policy, and curriculum are or-
ganized around heteronormative assumptions. If schools assume that 
all students are heterosexual and create school policies based on that 
premise, then heterosexuality becomes a norm. There is no question but 
that students will find a spouse of the opposite sex and it is acceptable 
to encourage this via the stories read, the questions asked about social 
practices, and the social functions supported in school. This lens acts 
on and encourages students to be heterosexual and prevents them from 
imagining a world in which they are not heterosexual. 

Homophobia is a complicated concept in the discourse of sexual-
ity. The feelings that the word represents often reflect an inner struggle 
related to sexuality and gender. The hatred is often psychologically 
explained by one’s wrestling with the categories and boundaries of gen-
der – one must uphold one’s own masculinity and its inherent hetero-
sexuality by denouncing anything that seems to challenge it (Kimmel, 
2000). Yet the results of homophobic expression do anything but blur 
boundaries around sexuality. Instead, they reinforce rigid boundaries 
around male and female and humiliate anyone who dares to push at 
those boundaries. The outcome of homophobic activities furthers the 
categorization of schools via gender. The use of heteronormativity 
and homophobia to characterize the school climate is both helpful 
and reifying. While they draw attention to the work ahead, they also 
perpetuate the association between queer identities and negativity 
(Rofes, 2004). Gay must be bad if the only images and discussions we 
can find are negative. Hence, the fear is perpetuated; even if I think 
that might be me, why would I want to be that if life is so unpleasant. 
The negative associations as the only visible representations serve an 
unintended process of limiting imaginable categories of gender and 
sexual identification.

The articles generally find an absence of acceptable representa-
tions of LGBTQ people in schools (Avery, 2002; Crocco, 2002; Thorn-
ton, 2002). While there is a negative representation of LGBTQ persons 
outside the classroom, there is no presence of gay people and issues 
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in the explicit curriculum. The authors seek references to the sexuality 
of historical figures or discussion of legislation about LGBTQ issues in 
government classes and fail to find it. Their research, which appears to 
draw on ideas from LGBT Studies, looks for prescriptive categories of 
gender in the curriculum. They look for examples of when and how a 
lesbian appears in the curriculum or whether gay marriage is part of a 
policy debate rather than seeing that every time a woman is mentioned 
in relation to her husband, the category of lesbian is being represented 
or that a discussion of tax policy without reference to its effect on gay 
couples is a reference to gay couples. That they do not find lesbians 
and gays in the curriculum does not mean that sexuality is not part of 
the curriculum. Because homophobia and heteronormativity underlie 
the school climate, sexuality is a rich part of the curriculum. 

The remedies or redresses to the condition of sexuality in schools 
through the social studies are a central theme of this special issue of 
TRSE. The challenge reflected in the solutions is that they often fall into 
the trap of promoting the erasure of homophobic and heteronormative 
conditions in the school while reinforcing the heteronormative condi-
tion. This is a struggle identified in discourse analysis – the very process 
of articulating discourse holds the power to use that discourse to uphold 
social institutions (Fairclough, 2001). If we accept the larger discourse 
that LGBTQ issues and people are marginalized in conversations about 
sexuality, then the constant removal of LGBTQ issues from the study 
of social studies as a whole reinforces that exceptionality. Most of the 
solutions assume that teaching about homophobia or the inclusion of 
LGBTQ issues is controversial (Bickmore, 2002). While teaching LGBTQ 
issues challenges what is acceptable, teaching them as exceptional and 
uncomfortable reaffirms LGBTQ issues as marginalized and open to 
debate about whether they are legitimate inclusions. 

Several authors propose greater inclusion or recognition of 
LGBTQ persons and identities (Crocco, 2002; Levstik & Groth, 2002; 
Thornton, 2002). The authors demonstrate the value of inclusion in 
creating greater tolerance. They bring voice to sexual identity when it 
is different from the norm, not when it is part of the norm. For example, 
we are encouraged to raise sexuality as something that affects the way 
Whitman approached his poetry because he is gay but not how Paine 
wrote Common Sense. Whitman, being gay, has sexuality that affects his 
writing; Paine, being straight, does not. Sexuality in these examples 
belongs only to the Other – the gay, lesbian, or bisexual person – 
rather than as a human attribute. A few articles promote programs to 
target homophobia as a way of changing school climate (Franck, 2002; 
Marchman, 2002; Oesterreich, 2002). These programs focus largely on 
demystifying the stereotypes assigned to LGBTQ persons and chang-
ing the negative language students use as gay slurs toward their peers 
or unpleasant situations. They work from the margins to change how 
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students see the margins, which maintains those margins. In all, these 
programs tend to pull out LGBTQ persons and issues from the normal 
curriculum. The limitation of these approaches is that they reaffirm the 
categories of and relationship between heterosexuality and homosexual-
ity. They reify the norm of heterosexuality when trying to disrupt it. 

I do not mean to suggest that these remedies are not valuable and 
necessary in changing the culture of schools. This literature in TRSE 
helps us understand how students are being positioned to think specifi-
cally about LGBTQ issues; these programs disrupt and raise questions 
for students. But we cannot forget to examine how such approaches 
participate more broadly in a discourse about sexuality (in the schools). 
Two articles break with reifying this discourse by assuming that the 
redress of homophobia rests not on recognition of categories, but in 
a reconsideration of political socialization (Avery, 2002) or citizenship 
(Bickmore, 2002). Bickmore (2002) challenges the concept of heter-
onormativity as a power struggle and an attempt to enforce norms of 
sexuality. She suggests that drawing attention back to the rights and 
responsibilities of the citizen will draw attention to how we respond 
to one another in democratic communities. Avery (2002) argues that 
we can address student political sensibilities, specifically in the way 
in which students allow in and out groups to form. The approaches in 
these articles are unique but both raise questions about civic ideologies 
and democratic tenets.

The questions that lie at the heart of citizenship include the social 
conflicts surrounding sexual identity and pluralism – how gender 
and sexual ideologies have shaped the societies we know, as well 
as how inclusivity may be protected and exclusion rejected. Anti-
harassment interventions are a part of the education toward such 
citizenship. (Bickmore, 2002, p. 211)

Avery (2002) includes similar claims referring to intolerance and the 
protection of minority rights. The articles locate the reasons for inclu-
sion within a social structure that is central to the social studies. Issues 
of citizenship and social justice are not absent in the other programs; 
they are present in the justifications for teaching inclusion or overcom-
ing homophobia. The delineation between these types of programs, 
though, highlights the difference in the ways in which discourse acts 
on and participates in larger social structures. Each proposal draws 
attention to a different idea and in so doing affects social processes in a 
different way. They are more inclusive of sexuality writ large. They also 
draw attention to the issues of how students are prepared as citizens 
to wrestle with and deconstruct ideas for themselves. 

The articles in the spring 2002 issue of TRSE are important because 
they outline the conversations about LGBTQ issues that are necessary 
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but not widespread in the field of social studies or its curricula. They 
articulate a concern about the representation of LGBTQ persons and 
issues available to most students – ones that are largely negative, mar-
ginalized, and subjected to misleading or incomplete representation. 
In these articles, schools appear to ignore sexuality as an issue while 
being framed by a heteronormative or homophobic climate. But these 
works also reiterate the challenge in the field – how to address the 
issues raised here without reifying or normalizing homosexuality as 
abnormal, negative, and marginalized. 

Not yet addressed is the language used by the authors in these 
articles. Like myself, these authors cling to the categories of gay, lesbian, 
male, female, and bisexual without challenging these categories and the 
limitations of their representation (see Levstik & Groth, 2002 who ques-
tion the essence of femininity). These articles rely on the permanence of 
categories and differentiations around sexuality (thus it is clear what it 
would mean to include a “queer” issue or “gay” person into the cur-
riculum). While a necessary part of teaching, writing, and research, the 
use of categories can limit what we see and perpetuate the relationship 
between these concepts and larger social structures. Queer theorists 
suggest that these categories are not clearly differentiated and contain 
contested meaning in how people adopt and assign them. Our use of 
them has the opposite effect – we try to present more rigid boundaries 
around what it means to be male or heterosexual. 

NCSS Vision Statement 

In 2008, NCSS adopted a vision of the guiding principles of 
social studies education that replaced the statement written in 1992 
and readopted in 2001. The statement retains the title “A Vision of 
Powerful Teaching and Learning in the Social Studies: Building Social 
Understanding and Civic Efficacy.” While the basic principles remain, 
the 1992/2001 and 2008 statements are different in tone and design. Ab-
sent from the 2008 version is the descriptive narrative about the social 
studies that was part of the original statement. This change makes the 
statement more direct and reader friendly but the lack of depth and 
detail should be a concern to people seeking explicit attention to the 
way the values of diversity are embedded (or not) in the social stud-
ies. Already marginalized in prior versions, diversity now receives 
little substantive mention. The vision statement is difficult to analyze 
because it is non-specific and does not contain references to sexuality. 
But its attention to the goals of social studies provides important mate-
rial through which to examine what is normalized and centered in the 
teaching of social studies. 

As reflected by its mention in the title, rationale, purpose, and 
guiding vision, the ultimate purpose of the social studies is the prepa-
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ration of citizens. 

Social studies programs prepare students to identify, understand, 
and work to solve the challenges facing our diverse nation in an 
increasingly interdependent world. Education for citizenship 
should help students acquire and learn to use the skills, knowl-
edge, and attitudes that will prepare them to be competent and 
responsible citizens throughout their lives. (NCSS, 2008, p. 1)

Although the introduction does not specifically define a citizen or the 
skills required of a citizen, it puts forward ideas about citizenship and 
the world. The statement makes clear that the world/nation in which 
the citizen participates is diverse. It also emphasizes that citizens do 
not exist in isolation of others; citizenship requires interaction. It notes 
that students, as citizens, will have an effect on society. The vision 
statement goes on to describe the learning required to prepare citizens 
for this role:  

The vital task of preparing students to become citizens in a de-
mocracy is complex. The social studies disciplines are diverse, 
encompassing an expansive range of potential content. This con-
tent engages students in a comprehensive process of confronting 
multiple dilemmas, and encourages students to speculate, think 
critically, and make personal and civic decisions based on infor-
mation from multiple perspectives. (NCSS, 2008, p. 1)

As the statement describes how to enact the purposes, the social stud-
ies content becomes the actor. The content engages or encourages the 
students/citizens. The remainder of the document is organized around 
the core content of the social studies that makes social studies teaching 
and learning “powerful and authentic” according to five elements - they 
are meaningful, integrative, value-based, challenging, and active. Be-
cause content is centered and the citizen remains vague, the remainder 
of this section deconstructs the citizen who is assumed and produced 
through the social studies learning. 

The vision statement draws attention to the diversity in the nation 
and the discipline. The term appears throughout the document in ways 
that question its meaning in the social studies. While the introduction 
celebrates the diversity of a nation, the value of diversity amongst 
the social studies subjects is minimized by their interrelatedness. The 
notion that “social studies teaching and learning are powerful when 
they are integrative” draws attention away from the uniqueness of the 
disciplines and toward their similarity. The statements, “Each of the 
social studies disciplines themselves integrates content from the oth-
ers” and “Powerful social studies teaching combines elements of all 
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the disciplines” (NCSS, 2008, p. 2) undermine the uniqueness of these 
disciplines. Instead, the perceived difference is better studied through 
what is common. These claims draw attention to the larger consideration 
of diversity and difference throughout the vision statement. Differ-
ence appears again in the area of values: Teachers should “assess their 
teaching from multiple perspectives and, when appropriate, adjust it 
to achieve a better balance” (NCSS, 2008, p. 2). This statement resonates 
with multiple perspectives literature throughout the social studies (e.g., 
Bennett & Spalding, 1992; Robb, 2002; Tunnell & Ammon, 1996). Often 
this literature assigns these perspectives from different racial, ethnic, 
or gendered groups. The statement presumes that there is difference in 
perspectives even without addressing what these perspectives are or 
how they arise. Yet, the purpose of using these multiple perspectives to 
assess teaching is to produce a balance among them and not inquiry into 
them. There is also a noticeable loss of difference attached to students 
in the recent iteration of the vision statement. Earlier versions of this 
vision statement emphasized diversity in the experiences and identi-
ties of students (NCSS, 2001). This diversity was addressed because 
it affected the way in which students interacted with the curriculum 
and how diverse experiences were used by social studies teachers. The 
discourse of diversity in the new document creates a content in which 
diversity is a way of standardizing the discipline. 

The social studies also develop attitudes requisite for future 
citizens. Attitudes resonate with the presentation of social studies as 
value-based. Stepping back from the vision statement, it might seem 
that, like the literature in the spring 2002 TRSE, students have values 
they bring to the classroom that affect the way in which they define 
the challenges facing society. The vision statement, though, does not 
attend to the competing values students bring to the classroom. Instead, 
the statement presents a set of values students are to use when solving 
problems or participating as citizens: “The values embodied in our 
democratic form of government, with its commitment to justice, equal-
ity, and freedom of thought and speech” (NCSS, 2008, p. 2). These are 
the values that exist. The document asks how these values, naturally 
part of the democratic society, are reflected in practice. In response to 
these values, students “are made aware of potential policy implications 
and taught to think critically and make decisions” and “learn to assess 
the merits of competing arguments” (p. 2). They should also “engage in 
experiences that develop fair-mindedness, and encourage recognition 
and serious consideration of opposing points of view, respect for well-
supported positions, sensitivity to cultural similarities and differences, 
and a commitment to individual and social responsibility” (p. 2). These 
statements characterize the manner in which students should respond 
to values. There is an assertion that students need to accept the posi-
tions that are given. There is attention to what they should consider 
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and recognize, but not to forming and supporting ideas. Students are 
asked to be sensitive to other positions and accept values like equality. 
But what of the situations when equality does not exist, how should 
students respond? What of a cultural difference or position that relies 
on the suppression of some rights in order to recognize others, should 
they accept or challenge these? When given the values rather than 
learning to deliberate on them, students are not given the tools to think 
through situations that do not have a clear right and wrong attached 
to them, situations that are indicative of the real conundrums of policy 
and justice. The citizen that is imagined in the description of values is 
one that accepts situations rather than raising questions.

The title of the document includes social understanding. The 
meaning and formation of social understanding is largely static. The 
teaching of social studies largely rests in teaching the content (the 
social) in a way that asks students to be active and engage in higher 
order thinking skills. If they gather this content, then they understand 
the social. In this practice, understanding is something that can be 
acquired. The practices associated with acquiring are active – students 
interact with one another and with data – but society is a package that 
can be understood similarly by each student. Queer theorists and other 
critical theorists argue that understanding the social is never so simple. 
Social meaning cannot be facilitated through something or someone 
into succinct meaning; social meaning is contested. The presentation of 
a stable social world affects the types of inquiry and observation skills 
needed by the citizen. 

While the vision statement largely focuses on the teaching of social 
studies, each statement says “teaching and learning.” The mention of 
learning draws attention to how students are positioned in the vision 
statement. The description of students in these statements is largely 
passive. Consider the following statements:

Students are made aware of…
Students learn to assess the merits of competing arguments…
Students engage in experiences that develop fair-mindedness…
Student construction of meaning is facilitated by… (NCSS, 2008, 
p. 2)

In each of these statements of active engagement is a presumed pas-
sivity about the learning that takes place. Consider the last statement. 
Rather than students constructing meaning based upon individual 
difference and experience, this construction is facilitated by something 
or someone for them. The learning happens to students; they are not 
the ones constructing society or learning to challenge or evaluate 
values and problems in society. These are already formed for student 
consumption. 
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Queer theory asks us to examine what is normalized in docu-
ments. In preparing students to be citizens, the vision statement contains 
a normal/standard constitution of that citizen. Each idea deconstructed 
above – the positioning of diversity, the way students learn about values, 
the definition of social understanding, and the thinking required by 
students – participates in forming a sense of the citizen being prepared 
through the social studies. On the one hand, the vision statement pur-
ports a participatory citizen who must solve the challenges of society. 
Such language conjures up literature from critical social theory that 
suggests that good citizens understand and critique the social order for 
its power relationships (White, 2005). But this is not the social discourse 
around the citizen in the vision statement. The descriptions of teach-
ing and learning are largely prescriptive. They assume that there is a 
standard set of values, disciplinary knowledge, student, and perspec-
tive toward which learning and teaching can be oriented. This uniform 
understanding upholds a standard or norm against which alternative 
perspectives are measured. Further, the integration of perspectives and 
the disciplines erase the individuality of the citizen. There are boundar-
ies around the citizen and around the content that limit the vision of 
how citizens might respond to the diverse society in which they live. 
These social studies are challenging themselves; they do not require 
that students learn to challenge. 

Curriculum Standards for Social Studies

Expectations of Excellence is the curriculum standards document 
developed by NCSS as a framework for curriculum developers at the 
state and local level. These standards outline 10 themes of social studies 
education that should be incorporated at all grade levels. Each standard 
is developed through three inquiries or descriptions. The first broadly 
introduces the category being studied. It defines the terms being ad-
dressed in the theme. The standard then suggests what students will 
study and what kinds of questions should be posed in relation to that 
theme. Finally, the standard describes the unique learning that happens 
in elementary, middle, and high schools. For example, the theme of cul-
ture begins with a definition of the term culture and the importance of 
understanding different cultures in a democratic society. It then offers 
four essential questions about culture in society and concludes with a 
description of how the early learner might learn to interact with people 
of different cultures while the high school student can learn how people 
adapt and assimilate in different cultures. 

I focus here on three themes: Culture; Individual, Development, 
and Identity; and Civic Ideals and Practices. I selected these themes 
because their content has the strongest relationship to the preparation 
of students to discuss LGBTQ issues and to act as citizens. Although 
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these themes make no explicit reference to gender or sexuality, analyz-
ing what is normalized provides a way of understanding the kinds of 
inquiries and representations of people that students are being prepared 
to consider. 

Culture. The theme Culture prepares students to “understand 
themselves as both individuals and members of various groups” (NCSS, 
1994, p. 21). Its presentation as a thematic strand is complicated because 
it opens up a way of understanding difference, yet the thinking skills 
that surround the theme create culture as something external to student 
development. Culture is directly linked to the diversity within and 
outside of the United States. One of the rationales for its placement in 
schools is that students “begin to interact with other students, some 
of whom are like the student and some are different” (NCSS, 1994, 
p. 21). Culture, unique sets of attributes that groups of people have, 
enables students to understand these differences because they are able 
to characterize cultures and similarities across cultures. According to 
the standard, students must understand the different “vantage points” 
that arise from culture and how these enable people to relate to one 
another. In contrast to the often stable representation of culture, this 
presentation of culture does not create absolutes. There is diversity 
and individuality within cultures as well as across cultures. Further, 
culture belongs to people inside and outside the United States. Thus, 
the potential is set for students to understand the diverse peoples of 
their communities. This piece is not fully developed. It is unclear how 
culture is used to differentiate people within a country. The sugges-
tions for student learning prepare them to understand other cultures. 
The strand of culture provides students the tools to query existing 
cultures. While students are asked to pose questions about the nature 
of culture, they do not learn about how cultures come to exist and how 
people come to identify with cultures. Cultures are ascribed to people; 
people do not ascribe to a culture. This is the limiting element of this 
representation. It removes the individual from culture and the pos-
sibility for examining the ways in which the presumption of standard 
cultures affect how individuals interact within cultures. It normalizes 
the practice of the study of culture as a study of the Other. Even though 
culture is dynamic and complex, the prevalence of study presupposes 
that cultures exist in stable manners that can be studied.

 
Individual, development, and identity. The literature from the spring 

2002 issue of TRSE recognizes LGBTQ as identities that individuals 
hold or identities that are assigned to individuals. This is consistent 
with the manner in which personal identity is introduced in the theme 
Individual, Development, and Identity. It states, “Personal identity is 
shaped by one’s culture, by groups, and by institutional influences” 
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(NCSS, 1994, p. 24). Consistent with the lens of queer theory, this theme 
recognizes a relationship between social norms and political identi-
ties. As the theme describes application in the schools, the discourse 
of unique development is lost and replaced by a linear progression of 
development common to all students. There are contrasting statements: 
“Students will be able to describe factors important to the development 
of personal identity” and “Students will be able to explore the influence 
of peoples, places, and events on personal development” (NCSS, 1994, 
p. 24). The first suggests a particular pattern of development reminis-
cent of linear progressions of emotional and cognitive development in 
psychology while the latter acknowledges that this development has 
external factors. The inquiry in which students are to engage does not 
mention the examination of social norms and how they interact with 
personal development even though the concept underlies the field as 
a whole. The standard indicates that this study draws largely from 
psychology, sociology, and anthropology, disciplines that usually ap-
pear as electives in the school. Identity and development are separate 
from the political, legal, and economic structures or historical patterns 
students study. This is the only standard that recognizes the presence 
of social forces even if students studying the theme are more attentive 
to the theories that do exist rather than learning to evaluate the differ-
ent theories. 

 
Civic ideals and practices. The discussion of the citizen in the theme 

of Civic Ideals and Practices shares some similarity with the general 
ideas of citizenry promoted in the vision statement and yet this citizen 
is different. While the citizen described in the vision statement refers to 
the dispositions one holds, this theme promotes the understanding of 
specific ways in which students can participate in the political process. 
This is emphasized through the questions students should learn to 
answer, all of which are about participation – “what is civic participa-
tion and how can I be involved?...what is the role of the citizen in the 
community and the nation…how can I make a positive difference?” 
(NCSS, 1994, p. 30). The introduction to civic ideals and practices sup-
poses a gap between practices and ideals. It supposes that a central task 
of citizens is to determine how to close that gap. The study, though, 
in which students engage in the social studies draws attention to spe-
cific practices and ideals rather than the potential gap between them. 
The focus is on rights and responsibilities and defining the role of the 
citizen in the community. The focus on rights emphasizes the ideals 
provided by society, while the discussion of responsibilities emphasizes 
the practices of citizens in their community. Although the standard as a 
whole recognizes that rights and responsibilities are different, it loses 
the study of the gap and what that gaps means for individuals and so-
ciety. The standardization of rights and responsibilities simultaneously 
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standardizes the citizen. There is the norm/standard of citizenship and 
this standard largely accepts and teaches toward that standard. 

 
Summative analysis. The use of standards and themes to organize 

content and thinking is a normalizing process. The standards bound the 
manner in which the broad field called social studies is to be understood. 
They include and exclude certain materials and ways of thinking in 
the same manner that society produces a standard for thinking about 
sexuality. The use of standards in schools and in the social studies 
disciplines serves the dual purpose of preparing students to accept 
and think about the world in terms of categories that are not open for 
debate and structuring the knowledge available in schools. 

The structure of the standards themselves is a normalizing pro-
cess. The movement from the broad category to the ideas for study in 
schools suggests to teachers and students that only a limited range 
of knowledge is valuable. The category of civic ideals or culture goes 
from a rich possibility of meaning to a narrow picture of accepted and 
important understanding. Each theme begins with a broad and theoreti-
cal description. These descriptions are somewhat critical in nature and 
suppose complicated relationships between individual and society in 
the form of culture, identity, and civic participation in the areas high-
lighted here. But as the theme describes the critical questions students 
should ask and describes the way the theme appears in schools, it loses 
the critical encounter. The questions begin to emphasize the acquisi-
tion of knowledge rather than independent inquiry. There are clear 
processes, problems, and content for students to take in. Students are 
not asked to develop their own questions or independent thinking; 
social understanding and relevant questions are provided for them. 
The loss of the critical inquiry bounds certain aspects of the larger 
theme outside of the school. The critical study of culture, civic ideals, 
and social norms exists but it is not for consumption or consideration 
within the school. While society may be open to challenge, schools and 
knowledge are not. 

The development that students take is further refined by the pro-
gression of thinking at different grade levels. The school progression 
reflects movement from the elementary child just beginning to notice 
his or her environment to the middle level learner raising some ques-
tions about and asserting his or her individuality to the high school 
student who is a student of the disciplines. The progression reflects a 
curiosity about the world that is replaced with the specific study of the 
disciplines. The critical inquirer is lost along the way in the same manner 
that the critical questions are removed when the theme moves to the 
school level. The presentation of standards, generally and specifically, 
normalizes students as consumers of knowledge and information. They 
are drawn toward some norm rather than into independent thinkers. 
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This perpetuates order in school and society.
The standards share with the vision statement the direct pur-

pose of developing citizens. The standards are more articulate about 
the diversity of that citizenry. Unlike the vision statement, which did 
not directly discuss the citizen, the standards emphasize the diverse 
characteristics (not cultures) of all students that must be recognized in 
embracing pluralism. The standards do not propose to help students 
address diversity in a critical manner; preparing students to be civically 
competent means that students must be able “to use knowledge about 
their community, nation, and world, along with skills of data collection 
and analysis, collaboration, decision-making, and problem-solving” 
(NCSS, 1994, p. 3). The active engagement of a citizen described in the 
introduction is not matched by the detail of the curriculum standards. 
The citizen developed in the curriculum is one that is amenable to 
standardization, consumes information, and takes on a prescribed set 
of rights and responsibilities. This citizen is not offered the tools to 
recognize that these categories, these questions, these values, and these 
rights are not the only ones available to them.

Conclusions

 This article accepts as its premise the claim the LGBTQ is-
sues and persons need more recognition and that a redistribution of 
access and resources in U.S. schools and societies is needed (Fraser & 
Honneth, 2003). As demonstrated through the literature in the special 
issue of TRSE, the NCSS vision statement, and the NCSS curriculum 
standards, the field of social studies does not directly address LGBTQ 
issues. The field does not seek to redress the injustices perpetrated on 
LGBTQ persons or address the status claims that might grant more 
equal access in a democratic society. Each of these moments presents 
an undeveloped opportunity for the field to address LGBTQ issues 
as part of social understanding, civic efficacy, and the common good. 
In the absence of explicit curriculum of LGBTQ issues, queer theory 
provides an opportunity to deconstruct the discourse of common good 
and civic engagement for the implicit ways in which LGBTQ issues 
may be positioned. Understanding what is normalized allows us to 
imagine what is necessary to change the discourse of social studies and 
citizenship. 

Queer theory argues that the concept of normalization is the pro-
cess of creating standards against which people and characteristics are 
measured and judged. The first norm is what constitutes social studies 
knowledge. Rather than an open-ended field of possibility in relation 
to anything social, the use of standards and the drawing together of 
the social studies disciplines characterizes some knowledge as mean-
ingful and other as periphery. While not explicit about the knowledge 
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in the center, the center/periphery, important/unimportant dichotomy 
is created around knowledge. The content taught in schools is what 
is needed for students to act as citizens. It does not produce inquiry 
into knowledge that falls outside the center. In addition, knowledge 
is constructed as consumable. The constancy of a proper knowledge 
reinforces that it is there for the taking and that a teacher’s job is to pro-
vide that knowledge to students. Citizenship and civic identity are also 
implicated in this process. There are a set of descriptors attached to the 
citizen being prepared through the social studies. Although there are 
some outlying claims, the production of this citizen is largely attached 
to coming to know content, rights, and responsibilities. Citizens are 
active in their participation but passive when thinking about society’s 
problems. Citizens are taught to support and uphold the common good 
but not question its constitution. Finally, difference is ameliorated. 
Difference is devalued in the efforts to be more attentive to similarity. 
While societies may be described as diverse, ways of understanding 
the world and one another are largely attended to through seeing what 
is similar and what allows integration. 

Noting that issues of civil rights related to LGBTQ issues largely 
hinge on how the populace recognizes and supports these rights, this 
article is framed by the question of how well students are prepared to 
participate in discussions of a common good that advances equality and 
justice for all. The evaluation of what is normalized in the field of social 
studies does not provide optimism about how students might conceive 
of sexuality or the civic responsibilities through their education. The 
first question was to understand how students are positioned to see 
LGBTQ issues and persons through the curriculum. Although society is 
recognized as diverse, the normalizing processes do not value pluralism 
or recognize minority views or persons. The integration of difference 
draws students away from the recognition of LGBTQ persons. The pe-
riphery/margin framework with relation to knowledge also reinforces 
the heteronormative center raised in TRSE. These articles argue that 
attending to LGBTQ issues means seeing them in the curriculum, yet 
the social studies does not advance a position of diverse knowledge 
nor an inquiry into knowledge not presented in the classroom. The 
culture of the Other and the linear path of development advocated in 
the standards restricts how LGBTQ issues as normal curriculum might 
make their way into the classroom. There is further concern because of 
the way in which the citizen and the common good are normalized in 
the curriculum. Good citizens support an existing common good and 
accept existing social values. Attention to LGBTQ issues and rights 
requires reevaluating the common good and the distribution of social 
values on different groups. This kind of thinking and attention to the 
development of problems does not arise in this citizen.

The spring 2002 TRSE articles and the NCSS standards do pro-



Summer 2010 333

duce spaces of possibilities. Bickmore (2002) and Avery (2002) provide 
ways of thinking about citizenship as critically attentive to the common 
good and the distribution of political rights. The themes of Culture and 
Individual, Development, and Identity offer broad descriptions of social 
categories that are far more critical of the broad social understanding 
that could be taken from the field (NCSS, 1994). This could lead to a 
different set of questions to be asked in schools. The latter is critical 
of the relationship between social norms and personal identity. This is 
consistent with a lens from queer theory that demands greater atten-
tion to the messiness of identity categories and the way in which those 
categories acquire meaning and are applied to people. The theme of 
Culture defines culture as personal and group interaction. While the 
standard does not pose critical questions about these cultures, the at-
tention to diversity of cultures within a nation as well as the assignment 
of people to different cultures creates possibilities for examining the 
social status of groups, why people identify with groups, and why and 
when particular cultures are valued. Within this analysis of where we 
stand in the social studies and society more generally, there are pos-
sibilities for the field to use existing structures to draw more deliberate 
attention to its role in the critical study of social understanding and the 
distribution of rights for all.

Notes

I wish to thank Avner Segall and J. B. Mayo for help in envisioning this project.

1 The idea to examine sexuality even though absent in curriculum and cur-
riculum standards follows from work by Critical Race Theory scholars in Critical Race 
Theory Perspectives on the Social Studies (Ladson-Billings, 2003).

2 In order to be accredited by the National Council for the Accreditation of 
Teacher Education (NCATE), colleges of education must adhere closely to the NCSS 
vision and standards.
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