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Beyond Knowledge and Skills: Discursive Construction of Civic Identity in the World 

History Classroom 

 

 

ABSTRACT 

The research presented in this article investigates the role of classroom discussions for 

supporting students’ ongoing identity work during the study of global issues. Civic identity is 

theorized as a socially constructed process in which individuals become associated as a particular 

type of citizen created through social interactions in a given context. The findings revealed that 

classroom discussion focused on supporting identity work facilitated students to critique civic 

discourses and to negotiate global civic identities within the classroom relations of power that 

privilege certain positions. The findings suggest conceptualizing civic identity as a 

fundamentally unresolved process of navigating multiple ways of being a citizen that are 

ongoing and contingent. However, the students did not discard their national identities in favor of 

global ones. Instead, they made sense of diverse responsibilities by considering the moral 

implications of remaining loyal to the nation. Thus, rather than imposing citizenship as a fixed, 

singular narrative, we suggest that educators support the exploration of diverse moral and 

political ways of being citizens in the world. Although there are promising results for civic 

identity work, the findings were less sanguine for a commitment to civic engagement.  

 

 

 

INTRODUCTION  

Across the world, educational policies increasingly reflect the ways that globalization 

demands new learning goals and teaching practices in schools. Bolstered by claims that 

“Sustaining our democracy, strengthening economic competitiveness and meeting local, state, 

national and global challenges demands a broader vision of citizenship for the 21st century” 

(Partnership for 21st Century Skills, 2014, p. 4), educators and policy makers seek to develop a 

better understanding of schools’ practices that prepare youth for citizenship in a globalizing 

world (American Council on Education, 2002; Boix Mansilla & Jackson, 2011; 

Partnership for 21st Century Skills, 2008; UNESCO, 2014). Scholars argue that globalization 
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affects the fundamental ways that we make meaning about the world and understand ourselves in 

relation to the broader global context (Boix Mansilla & Gardner, 2007; Myers, 2006, 2008). 

Consequently, youth grapple with multiple and sometimes contradictory identities, allegiances, 

and ways of being a citizen that complicate their taken-for-granted beliefs, producing what 

scholars have described as a “crisis of identity” (Bendle, 2002, p. 2) or “identity trouble” 

(Caldas-Couthard & Iedema, 2010, p. 1).  

The research presented in this article explores students’ ongoing identity work during 

classroom discussions of global issues. We conceive civic identity development to be a process 

in which individuals become associated as a particular type of citizen that are created in social 

interactions in a given context. However, despite an understanding of the complex nature of 

identity in the globalizing world, there is limited research on the contributions of classroom 

discussions to students’ identifications as global citizens. Nor do we completely understand the 

role of classroom discussion for fostering students to engage in identity work in which they 

explore their self-understandings of as citizens and commitments to civic engagement. Civic 

education continues to endorse learning discrete knowledge and skills that conceive of 

citizenship as a rigid category while ignoring the social processes and experiences that actively 

construct civic self-understandings. Consequently, across diverse educational settings there is a 

need to understand the impact of globalization for “how students are sorted as certain kinds of 

people and where they learn to make choices about their identities” (Lee & Anderson, 2009, p. 

204). We aim to contribute a global dimension to knowledge of civic identity as a sociocultural 

construct that mediates the ways youth learn to think of themselves, and in some cases, to act as 

citizens.  
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Informing our work were critical traditions of scholarship that address students’ capacity 

to read their own lives within the broader sociopolitical context, thereby underscoring their 

agency (Freire, 1970); and a sociocultural approach to citizenship as a discursively constructed 

and negotiated act (Hausendorf & Bora, 2006) that “recognizes the fluid, multimodal, and 

quotidian enactments of citizenship” (Asen, 2004, p. 191). Thus for us it is precisely at the 

intersection of the social world of the classroom with received discourses of nationality that 

allows for an understanding of civic identity as socially constructed, context-bound, and framed 

within particular dynamics of classroom power (Lee & Anderson, 2009).  

 

CONCEPTUAL FRAMEWORK 

Classroom Discussion and Negotiated Identities 

Civic identities are socially constructed, involving the development of political and moral 

commitments “through which individuals and groups become identified as publicly recognized 

categories of people” (Wortham, 2004b, p. 716). This process involves the interplay between 

social discourses and categories of civic identity, such as the cultural norms for what it means to 

be a patriot or a citizen of the world, with the local identity positions created through discourse in 

social interactions. In communication settings such as classrooms, individuals take diverse 

identity positions (Davies & Harré, 1990), which draw on these available social discourses to 

develop recognized ‘types’ of citizens from the variety of possible identity positions that could 

be enacted in a given setting (Wortham, 2004b). From a social constructionist perspective, 

identity is created interactively during talk situations by consciously representing oneself to 

others while those others at the same time are guiding the representation of themselves and 

forming an impression of the speaker (Burr, 2003). This process of negotiation highlights the 
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central role of language and the dependency of social identity on others’ acceptance of the 

speaker’s narrative. The subjection of identity to discourse and negotiation helped us to 

operationalize our understanding of the socially constructed nature of civic identity.  

The understanding of civic identity as a communicated achievement highlights its 

development through discourse that contests different perspectives on the characteristics of the 

good citizen (Fairclough, Pardoe, & Szerszynski, 2006). This view emphasizes ‘doing’ 

citizenship by actively positioning self and others as the types of citizens that emerge during 

social interactions. Thus identity is intimately connected with social interactions, as Nasir and 

Kirshner (2003, p. 143) explain: “It is as individuals interact and talk with one another that 

identities (moral and otherwise) are shaped.” Talk exposes participants to new perspectives, 

requires grappling with complex political and historical issues, and encourages negotiating and 

constructing meaning for political issues that consider life experiences. In contrast to the view of 

identity as an attained status or fixed trait that individuals carry with them, this view presupposes 

that identity continually evolves over time as individuals make meanings with others about their 

civic role. Although identity positioning during talk is temporary and unpredictable, over time 

positions may become more lasting, or “thicken”, as individuals are habitually recognized as a 

certain type of citizen (Wortham, 2004a, p. 165). In this sense, classroom identity work attends 

to the long-term process of understanding one’s role in the world. 

As Freire (1970) affirmed, humans are fundamentally dialogic and it is with others that 

we learn to create ourselves in the ongoing process of development. Speakers invariably reveal 

clues through their choice of words about the type of person they are and how they view others. 

The use of language holds powerful meanings and images although these only become apparent 

when understood within the norms and ideologies of a particular context. For example, an 
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individual picketing the municipal government over a recently passed law can be called a range 

of value-loaded terms, such as activist, citizen, hippie, or radical, which draw on different 

historically-grounded discourses to locate the speaker in relation to a set of moral values. 

Because speakers are typically unaware of the norms inherent in their positions (Davies & Harré, 

1990), classroom discussions of contested issues can reveal emergent moral and political 

commitments that shape civic identities. 

The concept of negotiation is also central to explaining the process by which identities 

are discursively constructed as individuals produce and contest ways of being recognized as a 

citizen (Jewett, 2010). Identities are negotiated within relations of power that privilege certain 

positions, as over time a local moral order is established that conveys right and wrong (or better 

and worse) ways of thinking and speaking (Harré, Moghaddam, Cairnie, Rothbart, & Sabat, 

2009). This occurs when individuals deploy, assign, and reject the identity positions that are 

available during dialogue to navigate multiple possible identity positions (Wortham, 2004b). In a 

discussion situation, participants favor certain positions about the nature of the good citizen.  

Power is exercised when individuals position others in ways that define them, such as by 

making humorous or condescending remarks. Participants can resist characterizations of their 

position because they prefer an alternative by refusing to take up the assigned identity position or 

they may believe that they are unable to resist a position attributed to them (Duff, 2002). Thus, 

identifying the discursive elements relevant for understanding identity involves assessing the 

meanings that comments attribute to citizenship and that position participants as types of 

citizens.  

Because we are concerned in this article specifically with civic identities, we also 

articulate the way that identity intersects with our understanding of global citizenship. We 
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employ a conceptualization of global citizenship as an ethical construct emphasizing the value of 

contributing to the betterment of the world, premised on an understanding of one’s relationship 

and place in the broader global society (Myers & Zaman, 2009). This construct requires a sense 

of openness to the world, an allegiance toward the global community, and a feeling of moral 

responsibility toward distant others, often involving some form of action (Cabrera, 2011). 

Following Mendieta (2003), implicit in this conceptualization is a critical stance that 

problematizes the ways individuals understand their relationship to the world by calling attention 

to how the geopolitical system shapes unequal power, such as between wealthy and less 

developed countries (Shultz, 2007).  

Two dimensions of global citizenship are fundamental to considering one’s place in the 

world: allegiance to a world community and moral responsibility to distant others (Myers, 2012). 

Allegiance refers to membership in a particular community, which is intimately tied to with 

whom we identify and recognize as members of our community. Individuals typically hold 

multiple memberships, based on issues of politics, community, ethnicity, and others. The 

discourses associated with the communities express different meanings for ethical values, 

identity, and membership in a polity. For global citizenship, allegiance refers to a commitment to 

and identification with a global common good. In a global context, moral responsibility involves 

the extent to which we should care for distant others and the role of citizenship and nationality in 

drawing the line between ‘us and them’. Thus, it is concerned with ethical beliefs about what 

individuals should do and how they should act, based on human rights.  

Discourses of Civic Identity  

Scholarship on identity in educational settings asserts that the negotiation of identity 

during talk situations that produce certain positions are also shaped by the macro social 
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discourses (or categories) of identity that are in circulation (Lee & Anderson, 2009). Civic 

discourses can have multiple, contested meanings and they can change over time, as, for 

example, global citizenship becomes more accepted in schools. Individuals draw on and react to 

social discourses as they negotiate identity positions and are recognized by others as a certain 

type of citizen in a classroom. These discourses are powerful influences on the ways that 

individuals think about their own citizenship by considering, often implicitly, the contradictory 

social messages for good citizenship (Fairclough et al., 2006). Subsequently, for students to 

develop a sense of “how the world is to be interpreted from the perspective of who we take 

ourselves to be” (Davies & Harré, 1990, p. 47), there is a need to recognize and question social 

discourses in respect to individual agency.  

Until recently, civic identity has been considered largely inseparable from the project of 

nationalism, under the premise that “our national identity is the primary form of identity 

available to us, that it underlies and informs all our other identities, and that in case of conflict it 

should take priority over them” (Poole, 1999, p. 61). From this perspective, civic identity has 

been determined exclusively in relation to the nation state in the context of broader cultural 

civilizations, namely ‘the West’ (McNeill, 1963). Although there are different strands of national 

identity, dominant ideologies have represented cultural and linguistic diversity as incompatible 

with being American and has portrayed ‘otherness’ negatively (Ricento, 2003).  

While nationalism remains strong, globalization has strengthened a global discourse to an 

unprecedented degree. Mendieta (2003, p. 409) succinctly described the dynamics of identity in 

the global age, calling our attention to the broader discourses that shape our social identities: 

At any given time, then, we are not just negotiating our localities or positions vis-à-vis 

race, class, gender, and nationality, but also positionalities within a geopolitical system. 
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We are not solely working-class, white, secular/Protestant/civil religion, males… we are 

also Westerners, in Europe or North America, who benefit from participating in the 

consumption of a culture that is taken as the norm for all other cultures across the world.  

Mendieta points to the ways that identity operates at a global level beyond a national scale and 

stresses the operation of power and difference. He suggests that global discourses are tacit in our 

own thinking about who we are while highlighting the way that geopolitical power shapes our 

views of the world.  

A global discourse of citizenship challenges one of the central tenets of nationalism, the 

division of the world by nation, culture, and race (Willinsky, 1998), by extending membership 

and solidarity to all humanity. This situation undermines the traditional master narrative of 

schooling that seeks to sort young people into patriotic citizens whose first and only loyalty is to 

the nation (Gaudelli, 2009). In a globalizing world, youth are increasingly confronted with 

multiple, sometimes conflicting, messages and pathways for becoming citizens (Myers, 2010). 

Scholars assert that hybrid identities have become the norm for young people, as they struggle to 

make sense of their lived experiences with the conflicting messages that they receive in schools 

(Suárez-Orozco, 2004). This crisis of identity has left young people unequipped to make difficult 

choices from the diversity of national, transnational, and global identity positions available to 

them.  

 

METHODS 

In this interpretive study we examine students’ ongoing global civic identity work in 

three high school world history classes. We drew on social positioning theory to understand the 

ways that students and teachers negotiated identity positions for global citizenship during 
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classroom discussions of global issues. We were especially interested in the ways that the 

students took up possible identity positions during discussions within the classroom relations of 

power. For these purposes, the following three research questions guided this research: 

1. How did the classroom discourse shape students’ recognition of diverse discourses of 

citizenship and their understanding of their own civic identity?  

2. How did students negotiate and construct a civic identity with their peers during class 

discussions of global issues? 

3. In the context of a globalizing world, how were students’ civic identity positions taken up 

and expressed during the classroom discussions?  

Research Setting and Participants 

This research took place at River Valley High School (all proper names are pseudonyms), 

a four-year comprehensive high school of a major urban center in the eastern region of the U.S. 

There were a total of 1,640 students enrolled at the school, of which 13.6% qualified for free or 

reduced lunch. Approximately 92% of the students were White, 2% African American, 5% 

Asian, and 1% Latino. The school is on a block schedule with 90 minute classes in which year-

long courses are completed in a single semester. Of the 119 10th grade students enrolled in the 

mainstream (not Advanced Placement) world history course, 75 (63%) provided informed 

consent to participate in the study. In terms of gender, 51% of the participating students were 

female and 49% were male. The students were distributed across five classes taught by three 

teachers, who shared a common syllabus and daily lesson plans. Ms. Davidson, who taught 1 

section of the course, had 5 years of teaching experience at the time of the study. Ms. Nelson 

taught 3 sections and had 10 years of experience. The third teacher, Mr. Simmons, had 2 years of 

experience and taught one section. All of the teachers were White. 
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Planning the Discussions 

 This research was a collaborative partnership between the teachers and the lead author. 

The goal was to examine an instructional method within the realities and challenges of 

classrooms. Meetings were held regularly during the fall semester prior to the research to plan 

the discussions and fit them within the existing course framework. Because the school was on a 

block schedule in which year-long courses were compressed into a single semester, the study 

occurred over the spring semester during an entire enactment of the course. 

 Planning the discussions faced several restrictions. First, the teachers already had a 

successful course and they did not want to undergo a major revision, which limited the amount 

of time that could be devoted to the discussions. However, the teachers felt strongly about 

building greater student participation in class. Second, the local school board prohibited 

videotaping in the classroom and restricted the number of student interviews.  

Our discussion model was guided by design principles based on the concerns of the 

teachers and the lead researcher. The result was a modest intervention in terms of scope and 

impact on the existing course. The principles were: (a) identity talk, (b) moral controversies, and 

(c) engaging difference.  

Identity talk. In the scholarly literature, dialogue with peers and teachers is recognized as 

the primary means for capturing the construction of students’ identity beliefs and positions in the 

classroom (Nasir & Kirshner, 2003). Civic identities, in particular, have also been found to be 

fostered in a range of talk situations and cultural settings (e.g. Gastil, Black, Deess, & Leighter, 

2002). In-progress identities are both revealed and developed during social interactions through, 

for example, I-statements and students’ expressions of their personal beliefs, feelings and 
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positions (e.g. Rubin, 2007). The limited scholarship on civic identity in classroom settings also 

employs dialogue as pedagogical practice for eliciting “reflexive identity work” (Tormey, 2006, 

p. 320). However, despite the current attention to student identity in the classroom, most of the 

research particularly in civic education focuses on recording identities, and there is not an 

established instructional model that fosters students to engage in meaningful identity work.  

By ‘identity talk’, we draw on scholarship that connects discourse with the construction 

of social identity in the classroom setting. In this classroom, this is a process of inquiry and 

meaning making, evident by a pedagogical shift from asking ‘what happened?’ to considering 

reflexively what world events mean to ‘who I am’ and ‘what I would do’. We further 

characterize this type of classroom discussion as posing open-ended discussions of moral 

controversies to elicit instances of positioning. This approach positions the students as active 

subjects in relation to the course content and supports the outcome of multiple interpretations and 

a continuum of civic identity positions. Following this principle, the discussions asked students 

to consider moral and philosophical questions that these events raise, such as what the Israeli-

Palestinian crisis means for them and what they can do about it.  

Moral controversies. Controversial issues are essential curriculum for discussions that 

engage students and support critical thinking. We wanted the identity talk to involve complex 

moral reasoning based on textbook topics that would stimulate substantive disagreement over 

citizenship in a globalizing world, including responsibility and agency for civic identity. Two 

broad questions guided the discussions: (1) To whom or what do we owe our allegiance in a 

globalizing world? and (2) Are we morally responsible for distant world problems? The first 

question, following Mendieta (2003), asks students to consider “where is here?” (Willinsky, 

1998, p. 9) to question ways that nationality has divided the world into ‘us’ and ‘them’. The 
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second question concerns students’ global awareness and commitments, asking them to consider 

the implications of global interdependency. 

Engaging difference. Our third principle focused on the participation of diverse voices. 

An open classroom climate is needed for students to co-construct new beliefs dialogically, which 

occurs when diverse viewpoints are encouraged, participants engage these views, and when they 

feel safe to express personal beliefs (Skidmore, 2006). For many students, sharing their beliefs in 

a classroom is risky because it potentially exposes them to criticism and disagreement. To apply 

this principle, we emphasized that the teacher should act primarily as a facilitator by encouraging 

students to express their views and to engage views different from their own.  

 

Data Collection and Analysis 

For this study, we use three main data sources: (1) audio recordings of discussions, (2) 

student and teacher interviews, and (3) field observations. We collected and transcribed four 

audio recordings from each of five classes, for a total of 20 transcriptions. The discussion lasted 

between 20 and 40 minutes and each focused on a different curriculum topic. Additionally, a 

total of 20 focal students representing each class section and two teachers were interviewed at 

the end of the school year on their experience with the discussions. Eight of the students were 

female and 12 were male. In terms of diversity, 17 were white, one was African American, and 2 

were Asian. The lead author also generated weekly field observations, including detailed notes of 

the class discussions.  

We draw on social positioning theory to uncover how students claimed, disputed, or 

assigned particular narratives of what it means to be a citizen (Davies & Harré, 1990). 

Positioning theory seeks to identify “the autobiographical aspects of a conversation in which it 
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becomes possible to find out how each conversant conceives of themselves and of the other 

participants by seeing what position they take up and in what story, and how they are then 

positioned” (Davies & Harré, 1990, p. 48). Following the basic guidelines of the constant 

comparative method (Corbin & Strauss, 2008), we undertook a line-by-line analysis of the data 

to identify thematic codes that we assigned to the data. We looked for any explicit or implicit 

references to citizenship and civic values as well as for identity cues that signal positioning of 

self and others. The cues included:  

• to allegiance, “our country” and “others”; to “us” and “them”  

• to the personal relevance of an event/issue, especially how it affects my life  

• to participation, what I can or will do  

Interviews were coded using the same method and were aligned with these categories. The 

student interviews and field notes were used to triangulate the coding categories. Particularly 

relevant comments and episodes of dialogue were then selected to represent the categories. 

 

RECOGNITION AND CRITIQUE OF CIVIC DISCOURSES  

Our first research question addresses the ways students made sense of civic discourses 

during the discussions. We contend that the critical agency that the discussions afforded the 

students allowed them to examine controversial aspects of global citizenship and the relationship 

to their national identity. Teachers asked students to consider what citizenship means in the 

world today and to reflect on particular world events. At the same time, the teachers 

communicated a particular version of the good global citizenship that was reinforced across the 

discussions, which acted as a limit on their agency.  
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Although the discussions began with questions and prompts about global issues and 

global citizenship, the students’ starting point was the debate over the meaning and limits of 

national citizenship. Students made sense of global citizenship, not as a discrete category, but 

relatively in terms of articulating their national identities and considering new discourses and 

positions. Caring, ethical responsibility, and civic action emerged as the contentious themes that 

students discussed and debated. By discussing these issues, we show that students began to 

reconsider the meaning of nationality, going beyond the scripted identity discourses with which 

they were most familiar to achieve more varied views that were local to the classroom. In the 

interviews, a majority of the students claimed that the discussions helped them recognize 

competing discourses. One student explained in an interview that in the discussions, “We 

actually get to do a little bit… Like you can definitely tell when someone is like ‘pro’ or 

something.” Another student, Trevor, explained that he began to understand other viewpoints: 

“My views were kind of set but it gave me insight on others’ views and kind of like how people 

could see this – why it could be seen this way” (italics added for emphasis). These comments 

indicate an ability to distinguish and understand competing positions and discourses on how 

citizenship could be “seen.” Richard stated that the discussions opened up new understandings of 

the subject through a richer range of voices, especially “some of the people who aren’t always 

outspoken, I really learned a lot from them.” Another student, Dennis, summed up the way that 

the discussions helped students to uncover previously unknown or misunderstood positions on 

citizenship:  

It was interesting to see what other people had to say and what other people’s thoughts 

were. Um, I guess there were like a few things that maybe surprised me a little bit. I 
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mean, how much some people cared about global issues and how some people were, like, 

‘whatever.’ Like the different sides of it I didn’t even know were there!  

These students support the claim that inquiry-oriented classroom discussion can support 

students’ recognition of diverse perspectives (Parker, 2006) and enhance their ability to perceive 

and critique social discourses that impact their lives (Brookfield & Preskill, 2005).  

 

Teachers’ Portrayal of the ‘Good’ Global Citizen  

Across the semester, the teachers expressed their belief about the rightness of global 

citizenship, characterizing it as a valuable identity that students should pursue. They also 

outlined their favored view of what the ‘good’ global citizen is and how one acts. This 

development of local beliefs, or moral order (Harré et al., 2009), about the nature of the good 

citizen was expressed in mostly subtle ways during the semester although it became more 

explicit and direct during the discussions. It was apparent from spending time with the teachers 

that they held very similar views about this issue and they often spoke critically of their students’ 

need for more global awareness. Here we focus primarily on how the teachers’ participation in 

the discussions contributed to a set of beliefs about global citizenship that became established in 

the classrooms.  

At the start of the research, the teachers expressed alarm at what they perceived as the 

myopic world view many students expressed. One teacher, Ms. Davidson, attributed this attitude 

to the students’ lack of knowledge about the world, noting with some frustration that the students 

have a “general lack of awareness [of international issues]. I mean, they’re lucky if they knew 

what state they live in… They didn’t even know that there was an AIDS epidemic in Africa, like 

they had no idea that China was on the rise.” Due to common expressions of American identity, 



Page 16 of 41 

 

it is unsurprising that many students would initially view national identity as relatively 

unproblematic and a few students in each class communicated a stance expressing strong 

nationalism. Ms. Davidson described this as  

… very nationalistic, very ethnocentric, very ‘America should dominate the world’, very 

‘we shouldn't help anyone else because… it will hurt us’, essentially. It will hurt our 

cause if we help anyone else because it will make us weaker.  

In this respect, the teachers approached the discussions having already positioned 

students as nationalistic and lacking global awareness. For example, Ms. Davidson reflected in 

the interview that she was surprised by some students’ comments in the discussions: “What 

really stood out to me, actually, was that I thought that I had a greater number of students be 

globally aware and sympathetic and feel of a cause, um, and want to take action. I had more of 

those students than I thought that I would.” This view may have contributed to the way that, 

despite their intention not to impose a particular view, the teachers portrayed global citizenship 

as valuable and praised students who took up this position.  

The teachers portrayed the rightness of global citizenship by explaining their own beliefs 

and by telling stories about their lives. The teachers often commented in the discussions how 

important the subject is to them personally, such as when Ms. Davidson started one discussion 

by simply stating, “I care very much about world events.” Ms. Nelson started a discussion by 

explaining the importance of studying global issues: “It’s just a shame, though, you have world 

history for one teeny, tiny amount of time… So we’ve really tried to teach you about things that 

you should care about but I can throw them out there for you to at least know about.” Her 

statement reflects current thinking on global citizenship as one of the primary learning goals for 
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world history. In another discussion, Ms. Nelson explained to students that a goal of her teaching 

is to get them interested in what is happening in the world:  

I’ve tried to make a lot of connections to these things [world issues]. So really, I care 

significantly about world issues and I try, well, I feel like it’s one of my goals for being here 

is to educate people about world issues and just see maybe if they care… But I can’t make 

you care about them.  

These types of statements were made several times during a discussion, sending a powerful 

message to students about how to think and act.  

However, the teachers were careful to emphasize that they wanted all students to 

participate by expressing their point of view. Although they portrayed a particular view of global 

citizenship, the teachers also encouraged students who disagreed to voice their views. For 

example, Ms. Nelson made the following comment:   

I want to know what you wrote and I really frankly don’t care. I want your honest 

opinion. Do you feel, like you, um, care about global issues? You might care about some 

and not care about others. I want to know your honest opinion, okay? It’s not going to 

affect your grade in any way. 

Typically, she also asked several times during a discussion for differences of opinion. For 

example, when students were debating health problems in Africa, which they had studied in 

depth, she asked the following series of questions (emphasis added):  

Does anybody think that we don’t have a responsibility? Which is absolutely your right to 

think that. Does anyone think there is no responsibility to help out with AIDS in Africa? 

So everybody does think that they have a personal responsibility to those children in 

Kenya?  
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Although she was trying to encourage different opinions, the follow up questions may have 

effectively framed the issue in a binary, either/or manner that asked students to make a choice 

contradicting the teacher’s view. The result was that no student immediately responded to this 

line of questioning.  

 Infrequently, the teachers also argued for ethical responsibility or civic action during the 

discussions. Following the comment above about health problems in Africa, Ms. Nelson pushed 

students to develop a solution to the issue of Aids in Kenya. The following exchange took place:  

Ms. Nelson: So like, so you think we should educate? Like, we, our government, schools, 

individuals who go over and volunteer time? Do you think you should go over 

there and educate?  

Tonya: I would love to like go over and talk to kids my age. But when offered I would 

have no idea have how. I don’t know. 

Ms. Nelson: Okay, so everybody was talking about we should do this, we should do that, we 

should drop condoms out of an airplane but who does that? Like do you hire, like 

is it your government that does it? Who is going to do this? Are you going to do 

it? Are you going to start an organization in college and recruit people to work for 

it?   

Avery:  It’s hard to, like, it’s not impossible but it’s like challenging. 

Samantha: There’s lots more things that other people have on their minds besides like 

building up themselves. It’s not like a lot of people have the means to go over to 

Africa spend six months of their life helping the people. It’s like they have the 

time to start and organization or form an organization either. 

James:   I think we’re just greedy. 
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Such exchanges served to establish certain beliefs about the good global citizen in the 

classrooms, especially in terms of the positive value of ethical responsibility and civic action for 

global issues. Notwithstanding the teachers’ efforts to encourage oppositional beliefs, it became 

evident to the students which of them were in concordance with the teacher’s expectations and 

which were not. As the next sections illustrate, some students took up this identity category for 

global citizenship while others resisted.  

 

Debating Political Community and Ethical Responsibility  

With few exceptions, the discourse of American nationalism was a tacit assumption that 

students brought to the discussions. Based on a competitive worldview, this discourse assumes 

that our first commitment is to being American. We noticed that during the discussions students 

began to recognize civic discourses and norms that their peers expressed. The following excerpt 

illustrates the give-and-take exchanges that were common as students questioned taken-for-

granted assumptions of citizenship and sometimes accommodated new perspectives. The teacher 

initiated the discussion by asking, “Do you think it benefits our country to have parts of the 

world that are worse off? Or do you think it benefits our country to have the majority of the 

world be productive?” The teacher’s question worked to challenge the conventional view that 

nations are in competition and that national self-interest always takes precedence. The emergent 

theme of competition versus cooperation recurred across the discussions, which required students 

to reconsider questions of allegiance and responsibility. In response, some students argued that 

the world is fundamentally competitive and therefore, “You have to worry about them [other 

nations] being like another superpower… because if they’re industrialized they are a threat.” 
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Other students voiced a worldview that emphasized cooperation and a ‘rising tide lifts all boats’ 

perspective, as the following excerpt illustrates:  

Elizabeth: I think it benefits us… if all the other countries weren’t starving and could start 

doing what we do then we wouldn’t be able to do it. We’d kind of lose everything 

we do because our country is like on top of everyone else.  

Ms. Nelson: Is it possible then I guess for us to be “on top” quote-unquote if the rest of the 

world was productive or do you think it is not possible? 

Stephen: I think it’s possible. 

Ms. Nelson: Okay, what do you mean?  

Stephen: I personally think that it would be great for us as far as being on top. That would 

be kind of great. Because we would have a race against other countries in the 

world that are trying to make it and show that they are trying to be like us. 

Emily: Like with other countries, if we help them out then like and the whole world is 

fine and they start getting industrialized and stuff like that, we wouldn’t need to 

worry about them. We wouldn’t need to help them out. So we could focus more 

on our economy and try to fix that up. And maybe we could still be on top. 

These students drew on the discourse of American exceptionalism, expressed as being “on top” 

and the assumption that countries want to “be like us.” For example Emily reconciled the desire 

to remain “on top” with a concern for less developed nations. Across all of the classes, students 

expressed differences that reflected the thoughtful analysis and critique of what it means to be 

American and our relationship with other countries that at times integrated national and global 

stances. Like this example, the teachers asked open-ended questions to provoke student thinking 

and encourage questioning self-evident beliefs without guiding students to a particular response.  
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Students began to question these civic norms by articulating the meaning of patriotism 

and the limits of shared moral values. Drawing on their own beliefs and values, the students used 

the curriculum as a reference to consider what responsibility they have to the rest of the world 

and to uncover social discourses of citizenship. The following exchange exemplified how this 

process unfolded.  

Gregory:  I mean I’m not trying to be like ignorant… but like our country, and like before 

we start fixing other’s problems, I just think we like need to fix our country. 

Teacher: Okay, we need to fix our problems before we fix theirs. 

Gregory: Yeah. 

Larissa:  I kind of, I mean, I’m concerned about the world and the issues, like AIDS in  

  Africa and corruptive governments and that stuff... I kind of I agree with that, but  

  I personally think that, I’m kind of, ultimately I do kind of agree with him that we 

  have to take care of our own problems first. 

Mark:   I think that naturally I’m concerned more about our country before others. 

In this excerpt, Gregory acknowledges a global discourse, noting that his preference to put the 

needs of his country first could be perceived as “ignorant.” Larissa also frames the issue as a 

hierarchy of allegiance that is balanced with the need for awareness of global problems. Her 

language, however, indicates that she identified with both global and national interests yet found 

it difficult to articulate how these two allegiances fit together. These comments recognize 

multiple discourses of citizenship and acknowledge the moral implications of allegiance yet left 

unresolved the question of whether a global dimension fits with their existing national identities. 

Lastly, Mark explains that he is “naturally” more supportive of his country, presenting national 

identity as the implicit and uncontested core identity. The discourse of the naturalness of national 
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identity is a deeply held myth that ignores the constructed quality of the nation as an “imagined 

community” (Anderson, 1991).  

 

Limitations of Global Citizenship  

A common theme across the discussions was uncertainty about the role of civic action in 

relation to global citizenship. While students debated the meanings of political community and 

caring in a globalizing world, students supportive of a global approach to citizenship were often 

unsure about how to get involved. This is a recurring issue in global citizenship, which critics 

have described as a thin identity because global citizens lack a definite political community and 

institutions (A. Carter, 2006). In this study, many students who took up a global civic identity 

expressed a sense of powerlessness in terms of not knowing how to act on their sense of 

responsibility. A few students, often with the teachers, took up the issue by explaining what it 

means to participate globally and describing specific actions. The teachers, in particular, used 

this issue to convey their personal characterization of what it means to be a global citizen.  

Often students who expressed uncertainty toward a global identity stated that they wanted 

the world to change and were interested in how global issues unfolded, yet felt that they could 

not make a difference. As one student interjected, “I wouldn’t know where to begin, but I still 

want to help in any way I could.” This sense of powerlessness undermined the arguments of the 

teachers and students who were vocally more supportive of global citizenship. It also led some 

students to further interrogate the meaning of caring and ethical responsibility in a global world. 

One student argued that civic action is what distinguishes responsibility as a global citizen from 

sympathy: “Like caring, I think that everyone kind of cares like if you hear about people dying or 

like bad stuff happening, you care, and you don’t want it to happen, but not like many care 
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enough to go all the way over there. I know it’s bad, but what can I do?” The phrase “all the way 

over there” is an apt image for this student’s thinking about the requirements of global 

citizenship. Another student explained this sentiment:  

I think that a lot of people want to but if you hear something bad happening like, um, the 

Arab-Israeli conflict, then you want to help. But it’s just like not in your means to help.  

Like not everyone can get there or would know where to start. I think that like with the 

Arab Israeli conflict like unless you’re in the military or the government there’s really not 

much you can do personally. 

In this case, a student responded that she was still planning to help although conceding 

that “I don’t know in what way.” The teacher, Ms. Davidson, did not immediately respond 

although later in the same discussion when this issue again arose she did by explaining in detail 

how global citizens take action. Several students repeated that there was little they could do, 

culminating with one student asserting that “You can’t really tell them, ‘stop the genocide’.” 

Another student disagreed by building on these comments:  

You can’t come in and directly stop things yourself. You can get people together… You 

can put pressure from the citizens, pressure on the governments—the Chinese 

government, the Sudanese government—to stop.  

Ms. Davidson quickly followed, arguing that not participating is a way of avoiding 

responsibility:  

I think that sometimes it is easier for us not to care. Then we don’t have to feel bad about 

things. I think that is one thing that all of your points you are making. I can’t help but 

think that when you say you don’t care if you don’t learn… It is easier to stay uninvolved 

now, but it won’t be for long.  
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She followed this a minute later with more specific details about how to participate, another 

strong statement to dispel the suggestion that global citizenship is a spectator sport that disallows 

real action. Ms. Davidson offered a definition of what civic participation at a global scale means. 

There’s advocacy and direct involvement. You can be an advocate for it or you can get 

directly involved. Caring does not mean going over to Sudan and stopping gunfire… I 

think you just feel helpless so it is easier to not think about it.  

In another class, Ms. Nelson made similar comments. Claiming that you do not need “to become 

the next president” to make a difference, she suggested that global citizens can take action by 

advocating and creating awareness.  

 

DISCURSIVE CIVIC IDENTITY WORK  

The discussions facilitated identity work as students at times moved beyond questioning 

civic discourses to establishing and expressing meaningful, albeit impermanent, civic identities. 

Students positioned themselves and others in dialogue by adopting, assigning, and sometimes 

rejecting identity positions with their peers as certain kinds of citizens, which is the subject of 

our second research question. When taking a position on an issue of civic importance, the 

particular ideas and metaphors used to express the position reveal in-the-moment expressions of 

identity, which are temporary and local to the specific situation, but can slowly take root over 

time (Wortham, 2004a). Across the 20 class discussions, we coded a total of seven episodes as 

the co-construction of identity. These episodes typically occurred when students put themselves 

in active roles or characters, such as by taking on themes from the curriculum (eg the ‘caring 

citizen’) and making sense of them in their own lives. 
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Co-constructing the Global Citizen  

In the episode below, four students negotiated what it means to be morally responsible 

for international crises. The students’ identities became marked within the discussion as they 

constructed beliefs about citizenship by positioning themselves within the terms of the debate. 

Before the discussion started, students performed a reflective writing activity that asked them to 

consider if and when they have a responsibility to do something about the international crises 

studied in the “The World Today” unit.  

Robert:  I don’t care. And I don’t think anyone really cares totally. A lot of people say they 

care just to continue the stereotype they have of themselves being a ‘helpful 

American.’ [mocking tone; class laughter] It’s how we see ourselves, as helpful. I 

really don’t think anyone cares, I guess. It is the way our society works…. None 

of us care. 

Alex:  I don’t think necessarily about people not caring. I think that there is nothing we 

can really do. I know personally if there is a Ugandan crisis or something, that I 

like really care about, there is nothing I can do about it to change what is going 

on. I think that the UN should recognize that this is genocide but there is nothing I 

can really do.  

Janet:  I think it is somewhere in between Robert and Alex. There is something you can 

do. You can start a backpack drop. If that takes too much energy, you don’t care 

enough. But you care a little bit so I think it is right in the middle. There’s not 

anything you can do that is too small. It doesn’t have to be a big deal. 

Robert:  Ok, I think people do care. They just don’t care enough to give up something. 
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Janet:  Robert was saying earlier how people don’t really care and stuff. I sort of disagree 

with that whole “no one cares” because there are so many people who care that 

make differences.  

Initially, Robert challenges the class moral order to that point, defining himself as 

someone who does not care and extending this statement to assert that “none of us” really care. 

He uses humor and sarcasm to position the notion of caring for others as a largely superficial 

conceit, noting that “it is the way our society works.” Robert’s identity category of the “helpful 

American” also advances a conflict between a collective American identity with caring about 

international issues, implying that caring about others is unnatural because it contradicts how 

“our society works.” Robert uses the pronouns “we,” “our,” and “us” to make claims about 

American citizenship that involve a particular stance on moral responsibility. Alex disagrees, 

rejecting the category of the helpful American by claiming that the real problem is the inability 

to enact change, rather than a lack of caring. Like Robert, Alex also claims to speak for all 

Americans, evident in his use of the term “people” and the pronoun “we.” Yet his argument 

shifts away from the notion that nobody cares to emphasize that the challenge of global 

citizenship is a lack of individual agency.  

Janet’s comment challenges Robert’s and Alex’s positions, asserting a vision of a 

citizenship that is both caring and agentive. She explicitly positions herself in relation to them by 

locating her beliefs “in between” Robert’s “not caring” and Alex’s “nothing we can really do” 

positions. Janet’s stance, rather than simply refuting their views, attempts to re-define the limits 

of caring and responsibility by suggesting that a lack of involvement means “you don’t care 

enough” although you may care “a little bit,” which is “right in the middle” between Robert and 

Alex. Next, Robert revises his previous claims by agreeing with Alex’s assertion that people may 
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care but lack agency while also confirming Janet’s claim that if you do not do something then 

you just “don’t care enough.” Robert claims that the limits of caring are dependent on making a 

real sacrifice, having to give up something.” 

In developing their own characterization of what a global citizen believes, these students 

move beyond stereotypical views of global citizenship by thinking about caring as a complex 

belief. As an identity event, the students positioned themselves and others to make sense of the 

different commitments and attachments of global and national citizenship.  

 

Negotiating Local Identity Positions 

Acts of positioning can create local types of identity that are appropriated from a range of 

sources about the meaning of citizenship. Below is an example of contingent, short-term 

identification that emerged during one of the discussions as students created local identity 

positions for global citizenship. As students took up positions, some attempted to assert theirs as 

morally superior and silence other students.  

Maria:   But like, like if nobody cares, how are there changes in the world? 

Joel:   I’m not saying nobody cares. I am just saying there are a select few who do.  

Maria:   Then why can’t you? [emphasis on “you”] 

Joel:  Why can’t I? Because I am not part of the ‘select few.’ I’m one of the ‘non-select 

few.’ [mocking tone; class laughter] 

Adriana:  I wrote down that I just didn’t care. But, now that I have some more knowledge. I 

mean Maria had a point. I’m really not going to do anything but I just feel bad for 

people who don’t have it as good as us.  
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Jordan: Well, I care. I said that I care about issues like genocide and hunger because 

they’re about people. I don’t know.  

In this excerpt, Joel recasts the talk about caring and agency by positioning peers who 

identify as caring pejoratively by creating a local identity category, “the select few.” He refines 

Robert’s initial claim that nobody cares to suggest that only an exclusive group is able to care. In 

this respect, he portrays caring as a scarce commodity or luxury for the few. Joel humorously 

contrasts this characterization with his own position as the “non-select few.” His development of 

specialized vocabulary (i.e. lexis) and his condescending tone undermine Maria’s claim to the 

moral high ground, thereby re-positioning her and the identity category that she represents, as 

elitist. Such discourse works to make meaning about who has access to the category of morally 

responsible citizen as well as to recall and reinforce the view of global responsibility as out of 

reach for most Americans.  

Adriana’s comment at the end of this excerpt also highlights the constructed and in-

process quality of her position as it emerged during the discussion. She points to Maria’s 

reasoning and the “more knowledge” that it provided as convincing her to re-think her position 

on moral responsibility because she feels “bad” for others “who don’t have it as good as us.” 

Adriana’s comment signifies a strong identification with a global civic discourse emphasizing 

caring for distant others. Her comment also reveals the tenuous link between moral responsibility 

and civic agency when she qualifies her position, stating that she is “not going to do anything.”  

Joel’s creation of the select few as a local identity category could be taken up (or 

imposed) as a more lasting identity for him or others as it ‘thickens’ across time in the classroom 

(Wortham, 2004a). Or Joel could negotiate a new identity or be positioned in another way. 

Individuals can create multiple and even contradictory positions during talk situations, as Davis 
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and Harré (1990) assert. In the case of Joel, the discussions did not last long enough over the 

course of the school year to know whether this identity lasted although all indications suggest 

that it didn’t. The teacher and his peers recognized him as a popular student despite his resistance 

to the teacher’s and students’ acceptance of global citizenship.  

The interview data supported these findings on the relevance of students’ positioning for 

their identity work. When asked to reflect on their experience during the discussions, 

interviewees commonly noted that the way they thought about their own citizenship was shaped 

by exposure to other students’ beliefs. Brian explained: “I already had some idea of like what 

kind of person I was but I think it [the discussion] kind of helped me establish more of like the 

exact like where I fit in between other people” (italics added). He defined his civic identification 

in social and relational rather than absolute terms, using his peers’ stated commitments to 

position himself among the discourses. Daniel also explained the process of authoring in terms of 

how the discussions helped him to “pick sides, almost say, like, where I stand in with people.” 

Exposure to peers’ beliefs opened new horizons of citizenship for these students and helped them 

to put into words the type of public citizen they are and want to become. Evelyn further 

explained the way that the discussions served to facilitate students’ construction of new 

identities: “Whenever you hear someone else talk about something, you know like get that idea 

in your head.” Exposure to peers’ thinking opened new possibilities of citizenship for these 

students and helped them to put into words the type of citizen they want to become.  

Our analysis of the discussions indicates that the students’ positions were constructed 

moment-by-moment within the context of dialogue. Concurrently, identity categories based on 

social discourses influenced the participants’ comments about the primacy of American 

(national) identity and the associated challenge of global discourses of citizenship. However, the 
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findings reveal that the students did not unthinkingly recall social discourses; instead they 

transformed them in ways that fit both their personal beliefs and the context of discussion. This 

was evident during the discussions when students used language to enact identities and to 

construct, defend, or impose identity positions. Typically these exchanges involved the struggle 

over who and what counts as a global citizen, invariably by using linguistic strategies to assert 

their beliefs.  

 

TAKING POSITIONS ON GLOBAL CITIZENSHIP  

While the previous section focused on the discursive processes in which students 

constructed identity positions, this section examines our third research question, the role of 

students’ diverse positions in classroom discussions. We highlight two students who already 

appeared in our data, Janet and Joel, for the ways that their discursive identity positions either 

acted in congruence with the established classroom beliefs of global citizenship or resisted it. 

Janet and Joel participated differently in the discussions although both were considered “good” 

students by the teacher. Janet “didn’t care” about what others thought while enthusiastically 

sharing her global identity and experiences, which her teacher appreciated. On the other hand, 

Joel willingly took up an oppositional identity that resisted the imposed view of global 

citizenship. An important finding is that in these classroom discussions, teachers’ and students’ 

interactions produced temporary and sometimes contradictory acts of positioning that were 

contextualized in ways that furthered the students’ beliefs and discursive goals.  

 

Congruence with Teachers’ Beliefs   
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 Janet took up an identity that was congruent with the category of global citizenship that 

the teachers established across the course. In the discussions, she presented herself as committed 

to working for global causes. In particular, Janet emphasized herself as an active citizen by 

taking the position of someone who gets involved “to try and give back”, believing that as she 

stated in a discussion, “there’s not anything you can do that is small, it’s a big deal.” In this 

sense, Janet’s identity was more grounded in civic action than even the teachers’ category of 

global citizenship, which provided her special status. Janet frequently referred to notable efforts 

to address global problems that public figures, members of her family, and she herself had taken. 

For example, she explained her personal connection to an effort to address poverty in Haiti:  

There is a hospital that started there [Haiti] by my great, great aunt… Lots of people that 

live on the island can’t even get to their houses and from their houses they can’t get to the 

hospital. There are doctors that are trying to get to their houses so they can get help, too. 

And they don’t have anything to bring their things in… I started a backpack drive after 

school to help the doctors bring the things to the people in the houses.  

Rather than her usual response of either briefly acknowledging the comment or redirecting to 

other students, in this case the teacher asked Janet to expand on her story in terms of how the 

campaign is going and how many backpacks she had received.  

As a result, Janet became an exemplar of the good global citizen in this classroom that 

both the teacher and her peers made reference to, particularly to the backpack campaign. The 

teacher legitimated Janet’s status during the discussions by treating her more like special guest 

than as a typical student who needs to be prodded to think about global citizenship. For example, 

later when students began to talk about NGOs (non-governmental organizations) as a way to get 

involved, the teacher exclaimed, “We have an NGO right here in our room!” When a student 
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asked what she meant, Ms. Nelson stated, “the backpacks… You don’t think that matters now?” 

In the interview, she confirmed the special status given to Janet, commenting that “Yeah, I wish 

you could have seen her in the rest of class. Like she is, like she doesn’t care. She doesn’t care if 

she's saying the thing that everybody wants to hear.” Clearly, not saying what “everybody wants 

to hear” was admirable, especially when that meant speaking for global citizenship. Ms. Nelson 

also at times referred to Janet’s qualities as what is needed to be a good student, especially for 

this mainstream class. She explained that Janet could be taking AP world history but “didn’t 

choose it” because she does not want the pressure.  

However, Janet’s comments also led to criticism from her peers who did not agree with 

her view of global citizenship. When Janet later referred again to the hospital to illustrate the 

need for global citizenship, she asked rhetorically, “And do you know how many people would 

be dead right now?” (italics added for emphasis). When another student immediately responded 

with, “No, how many people?”, several students burst into laughter. In this case, Ms. Nelson did 

not intervene. Janet was not rattled by the laughter and continued with another example, which 

was also met with some laughter.  

 

Resistance and Oppositional Identity  

 Janet’s participation in the discussions illustrated the ways that congruence with the class 

moral order for global citizenship was supported by the teacher and some students, while also 

meeting resistance from other students. In the same class, Joel became the vocal leader of 

students who resisted the imposition of a particular category of global citizenship. As shown in 

the episode in the “Negotiating Local Identity Positions” section above, he embraced an 

oppositional identity to the characterization of the good global citizen. Joel thrust himself into 
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the discussion at several points, such as by creating a local identity position, the “non-select 

few.” The data does not reveal if other students adopted this position, which would require more 

longitudinal data collection across the semester.  

 However, Ms. Nelson did not position Joel as oppositional or disruptive; instead, Joel’s 

positioning shifts across classes and across the semester. He does not continuously position 

himself as an outcast and is in fact popular with the teacher and a leader of sorts to other 

students. Thus, his positioning may also serve to get attention and show to his peers that he is 

independent and not a ‘good’ student who goes along with the teacher. His comments are both 

substantive, in terms of addressing the key issues at hand such as civic action or ethical 

responsibility, as well as humorous and sardonic. For example, when Ms. Nelson brought up 

Janet’s involvement with the backpack drive, Joel responded: “I didn’t think about that. I guess 

for some but the rest of us just sit in our basements and watch the Pens game. None of us care. 

There is one thing I care about, the Penguins.” This comment was received with mixed laughter. 

Weeks later in the interview, Ms. Nelsons recalled this exact comment noting that despite what 

he said, “It isn’t at all how he thinks, but that’s the way he wants to portray himself.” She 

continued:  

He has a lot of influence over kids, you know, because he’s like the nice, cute, smart kid 

who’s successful or whatever. So, it’s kind of like you just want to take him aside and 

say, you know! So I liked that he would even by the end, he changed his mind. 

In his interview, Joel shifted back and forth between what appeared to be genuine interest in 

global issues with an oppositional position that questioned the assumptions of global citizenship.  

Joel epitomized the contradictory and temporary nature of interactional identity work. We 

do not claim that he came to any profound or lasting conclusion about the kind of citizen he is or 
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even whether he was a global citizen or not. Our findings suggest that such questions reduce 

identity to binary questions and simplistic decisions. Rather, we believe that Joel’s case supports 

conceptualizing civic identity, especially when understood as created through discursive 

interactions, as a fundamentally unresolved process of navigating multiple ways of being a 

citizen that are both ongoing and contingent.  

 

CONCLUSION 

Despite the significance currently attached to education for global citizenship, there 

remains a lack of empirical research to inform the implementation of classroom practices. In this 

study, the class discussions exposed students to a range of perspectives on the meaning of 

citizenship, provoked them to re-examine their own views, and, spurred them to take identity 

positions contingent to the classroom context. We understand these discussions as situated 

identification events during which discourses of civic identity are made explicit and participants 

negotiate, adopt or assign these positions (Wortham, 2004a). The students’ identity work 

instigated substantive thinking about who they are and what it means to be a citizen.  

We emphasize that the students did not construct finished or core identities; rather, we 

make the more modest claim that the discussions spurred students to explore identity positions as 

an ongoing and iterative, rather than fixed, process. Although positioning is inherently fleeting 

and unpredictable, positioning over time in institutional settings may lead to the thickening of 

more enduring identities (Wortham, 2004a). The discussions in this study did not occur with 

sufficient frequency to examine this process. Yet we recorded instances of students beginning to 

adopt and assign identity positions. Further research is needed to examine this process for civic 

identities.  
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We have attempted to answer the question of what enters into the identity of citizens in 

the context of globalization. The results show that students understood their own citizenship as 

more complex and dynamic than some prior research suggests. For example, in contrast to 

research that US youth are unproblematically loyal to the nation (Baldi, Perie, Skidmore, 

Greenberg, & Hahn, 2001), many of these students felt the pull of different allegiances and a 

budding sense of shared moral responsibility. However, the students did not discard their 

national identities in favor of global ones; instead, they made sense of diverse responsibilities by 

considering the moral implications of remaining loyal to the nation. One implication is an 

understanding of global civic identity as inherently contradictory and in-process.  

Therefore, an important finding is that, although the literature is replete with 

characterizations of global identity, we did not find a discrete, stand-alone category that 

individuals autonomously decided to adopt or not. Instead, we found that these students 

negotiated identity positions amidst the pressures and impositions of their peers and teacher. Our 

analysis suggests with Mitchell and Parker (2008) that it is more useful for educators to think of 

national and global civic identities as, rather than binary opposites, different aspects of a 

multifaceted, continuum of identity. The findings illustrate how students navigated multiple 

possible identities that they produced (Jewett, 2010). Like the identity category of the “cultural 

straddler” (P. L. Carter, 2006, pp. 13-14), some students were able to integrate identity positions 

by reconciling global moral responsibility and caring for others with their conception of being an 

American. Thus, rather than imposing citizenship as a fixed, singular narrative, we suggest that 

educators supports the exploration of diverse moral and political ways of being citizens in the 

world.  
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Although the findings present promising results for civic identity work, they were less 

sanguine for building interest in civic engagement. The students were often frustrated when their 

enthusiasm for global issues was not provided an outlet to take action, highlighting the complex 

yet promising relationship between identity development, social responsibility, and civic 

engagement (Crocetti, Jahromi, & Meeus, 2012). Although research has shown that identities 

encourage civic engagement (Porter, 2013), our findings indicate that students frequently 

expressed a lack of know-how to address global problems. Like the group of young adults 

described as “talkers” in a study of civic engagement (Kawashima-Ginsberg, 2011, p. 22), 

students expressed a disconnect between interest in global issues with civic action. For some, this 

led to cynicism about the meaning of citizenship and a sense of powerlessness. Consequently, 

understanding how to make global citizenship active by incorporating practices such as service 

learning and community projects is particularly important for educators.  

This research shows that discussion in the world history classroom can provide a space 

for critiquing, negotiating, and constructing meanings about citizenship. Based on these findings, 

we should not expect all students to reconcile different dimensions of citizenship in the same 

manner. Some students resisted the teachers’ imposed beliefs about global citizenship and saw a 

global view as threatening their existing beliefs. However, the resisters’ participation indicates 

that they took the issues serious enough to grapple with them. From a teaching perspective, the 

tension between engaging different perspectives on civic issues with teaching for a desired 

outcome was a central challenge of this pedagogical model. Ultimately, the findings support the 

belief that citizenship education, if it is to remain effective over time, “cannot do without” the 

exercise of critical reasoning over the meaning of citizenship (Callan, 1994, p. 203), which we 

believe is fundamental to being a global citizen in the 21st century.   
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