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Citizenship Education
and the TimeLinks Program

There can be no democracy without democratic citizens, and the goal of citizenship 

education should be to create them. Th e TimeLinks program takes citizenship educa-

tion seriously and emphasizes this concept both in the textbooks themselves and in specially 

designed Citizenship Handbooks. 

Introduction
Within the TimeLinks textbooks, students are encouraged to both know and do democracy. 

When we speak of knowing democracy, we are referring to building a solid base of understand-

ing of the foundations and concepts of democratic government. When students do democracy, 

they extend this understanding to active application of democratic principles through such ac-

tivities as refl ective writing, role-playing, and holding mock elections and meetings. Both know-

ing and doing are emphasized in grades K–3 in two features, Democracy in Action and Points 

of View. Th e Democracy in Action feature poses questions for students on what it means to be 

a responsible citizen and sets up scenarios for them to act out to come to their own conclusions 

on these issues. Th e Points of View feature presents opinions of real children on various issues 

of citizenship and community responsibility. In grades 4–6, the textbooks include a Citizenship 

feature in each unit that applies the themes and ideas of the unit to life in the students’ own 

communities. Topics of the Citizenship features include leadership, volunteering, working for 

justice, and getting informed about the issues facing a democratic community. 

Th e Citizenship Handbooks extend the ideas presented in the textbooks and off er opportuni-

ties for students to gain greater understanding of democratic ideals. Th e K–3 handbook lays 

a foundation of basic principles and facets of U.S. citizenship that primary students need to 

know, including symbols of our country, basic primary sources, patriotic songs, and important 

leaders. Th e 4–6 handbook expands on these basic principles and includes many more primary 

source documents, and it also presents opportunities for students to read, think, and write 

about citizenship and to demonstrate understanding of concepts through a variety of hands-on 

activities. 
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The Rationale
But why do democratic citizens need to be created? Th e answer is simple: Democratic citizens 

are not “natural”; that is, they are not born that way, already grasping principles of democracy 

such as toleration of dissent or the relationship between majority rule and individual liberties 

or between church and state. Th omas Jeff erson argued vehemently for more education for more 

of “the people” because he knew that “their minds must be improved to a certain degree.” Aris-

totle, two thousand years earlier, wrote that “the constitution of a state will suff er if education is 

neglected.” Indeed, history teaches anyone who will read it that neither democratic government 

nor democratic citizenship is easily achieved. Around the world and throughout history de-

mocracies have been few in number and they have not lasted long. Tyranny, however, has been 

common; and democracies, when they are formed, often fall back into tyranny. 

The Ends
At its core, democratic citizenship education has four goals: knowledge, skills, values, and dis-

positions. All of these goals are achieved through the TimeLinks program. 

Democratic citizens are fi rst and foremost knowledgeable. Th ey know what constitutional 

democracy is and what it is not, they know the principles and conditions that strengthen 

democracy and those that undermine it, they know the rights and responsibilities of citizens, 

they grasp the concept of rule by law, and they understand why the state needs to keep out of 

churches and why churches need to keep out of the government. Moreover, they have entered 

imaginatively, through stories and study, into the great struggles of democratic history, such as 

the abolition of slavery, Women’s Suff rage, and Civil Rights movements, which have expanded 

popular sovereignty to include people who earlier were excluded. 

Democratic citizens are skillful. Th ey can take and defend positions on public (common) issues. 

Th ey can listen to and cooperate with citizens who have diff erent political views, diff erent reli-

gious beliefs, and diff erent ethnic and racial heritages. Working with these diff erences, demo-

cratic citizens can forge public policy. Th is ability to work cooperatively across our diff erences is 

essential to democracy. It embodies the phrase on our coins, e pluribus unum, which means that 

the people in a democracy are at the same time diff erent and united. Alongside our individual 

and cultural diff erences (e.g., our religious and linguistic diff erences) is our political similarity: 
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our democratic citizenship and the common good. It is not so diffi  cult to work with friends or 

family members who share many customs and beliefs, but to work respectfully across diver-

sity—this is the litmus test of a democratic citizen.

Are these skills only for adults? Certainly not. Elementary and middle school teachers across 

the nation regularly gather their students for classroom meetings. Classrooms are public, not 

private, places. Th e classroom is one of the fi rst real exposures to public life. Kindergarten 

teacher Vivian Paley, for example, helps her fi ve-year-olds forge public policy together—class-

room policy. Gathering the children around her on the rug, she proposes a new rule: “Should 

we have a rule that says…?” Into the blank she puts a rule that she thinks might solve a problem 

the children are facing, such as name calling or excluding one another from play. Kindergartners 

know that rules (like laws) are binding on all, so they take to the decision-making with gusto, 

listening intently to views diff erent from their own, taking and defending and evaluating posi-

tions, and so on. Th is is the basic labor of democratic citizenship. 

Democratic citizens share values, too. Th ese are public values, not the private ones that diff er 

from family to family, religious group to religious group, and person to person. Public values 

are expressed in the core documents of our democracy: the Declaration of Independence, the 

Constitution, the speeches of Abraham Lincoln, Sojourner Truth, Martin Luther King, Jr., and 

others. Th ese public values include liberty (freedom), justice (fairness), equality, responsibility, 

courage, honesty, and tolerance. By saying that we as a people value these things, we mean that 

we prefer them to the alternatives, we want to nurture them in our children, and we expect to 

be held to them ourselves. 

Finally, democratic citizens exhibit particular habits of mind and behavior called dispositions. 

Th ese are character traits or what Alexis de Tocqueville called “habits of the heart.” If we 

describe a person as fair and tolerant, for example, we mean that he or she is disposed to think 

and act in these ways generally. Th ey are not exceptions in his or her behavior, but the rule. 

In a diverse society such as ours, where Baptists live next door to Buddhists, Democrats next 

door to Republicans, such dispositions are essential. Fairness and tolerance are not the only 

democratic dispositions, of course. Being civil and lawful, acting with sympathy and kindness, 
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these are important, too. Dispositions develop slowly over time as a result of what one learns 

and experiences in the home, school, community, clubs, churches and temples, and other social 

organizations.

The Means
How can these citizenship education goals be achieved?  Research suggests numerous ways, but 

two are fundamental. 

First and foremost, children stand a much better chance of learning something if it’s taught 

than if it’s not taught. Th is strikes us as so obvious as to be funny, but it is no joke. Democratic 

citizenship is fundamental, and it must be taught if it is to be learned. Students who are fortu-

nate enough to get strong citizenship education in the earliest grades are given a key advantage 

over students who do not: a head start. In each subsequent year of instruction, they are adding 

new citizenship knowledge, skills, values, and dispositions onto a foundation that was built 

earlier. Meanwhile, the students who were denied early citizenship education have no founda-

tion, or only a fl imsy one; they and their teachers must struggle to build the foundation at the 

same time they are trying to incorporate new knowledge, skills, values, and dispositions. Th is is 

enormously diffi  cult, like building a boat while sailing. 

What can we do? We can teach the knowledge, skills, values, and dispositions of citizen-

ship each year, beginning in the primary grades. Teaching these important skills can be done 

through using the TimeLinks Citizenship Handbook or by using the citizenship features within 

the student editions.

Second, students not only should learn about democracy—they also need to do democracy. It 

is the combination of study and experience (reading then applying; observing then trying) that 

makes learning more complete, authentic, rich, and rigorous. Children can do democracy as a 

regular part of the social studies curriculum and in classroom meetings and student councils. 

For example, a child learns that democracy involves majority rule and minority rights, and then 

applies these ideas in classroom meetings. Th is gives students fi rst-hand experience they can 

take with them into further study. In this way, experience informs the next round of study just 

as further study will inform the next round of “doing.”
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Teachers need to help students participate in numerous, ongoing classroom and school meet-

ings where authentic problems are discussed and decisions are made. Discussion and decision 

making—these are the core skills of popular sovereignty. We learn them by studying good 

examples of them and by trying them ourselves. “Practice makes perfect.” And, the more diverse 

the classroom, the better. Th e litmus test of democratic citizenship, recall, is being able to work 

respectfully across ethnic and other diff erences to solve shared problems. 

Conclusion
In one sense, citizenship need not be taught or learned because most students in our classrooms 

are already citizens by birth or naturalization. Th e 14th Amendment to the U.S. Constitu-

tion reads: “All persons born or naturalized in the United States and subject to the jurisdiction 

thereof, are citizens of the United States and of the State wherein they reside.” Accordingly, 

TimeLinks citizenship education is not geared to preparing future citizens because so many 

school children already are citizens. Instead, it attempts to create a particular kind of citizen—a 

democratic citizen. Th is is a citizen who has the knowledge, skills, values, and dispositions that 

the democratic experiment requires. Th is is a member of society who is capable of holding the 

highest offi  ce in the land: democratic citizen.

Democratic citizenship education has played a central role in elementary schools in the United 

States since the founding of the public school system. Attempting in 1845 to persuade the 

people of Boston to pay for free public schooling from tax revenues, Horace Mann rested his 

case on democratic citizenship education. He argued that a nation of immigrants, many of 

whom were bred in other nations under dictators of one sort or another (e.g., a king or queen; 

a general), could not survive as a democracy without citizenship education. “Th e moral attri-

bute of self-government cannot be born and matured in a day,” he argued. If children are not 

educated for it, we only prepare ourselves for disappointment because we expect it from them 

when they are grown. He called democratic education an “apprenticeship,” saying that just as the 

fi tting apprenticeship for tyranny is being trained for tyranny, “so the fi tting apprenticeship for 

self-government consists in being trained to self-government.”

To think that democracy is possible without democratic citizens is to ignore history. Demo-

cratic citizens don’t materialize out of thin air; they are educated, and they need to be educated 

well. 
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