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Conceptions of citizenship and citizenship education
around the world face challenges from a number of 
historical, political, social, and cultural developments.

Worldwide immigration, globalization, and the tenacity of
nationalism have stimulated controversy and new thinking about 
citizenship and citizenship education (Gutmann, 2004; Koopmans,
Statham, Giugni, & Passy, 2005; Torres, 1998).

In this article, I describe assimilationist, liberal, and universal
conceptions of citizenship education;1 state why these concepts
should be interrogated; and argue that citizenship and citizenship
education should be expanded to include cultural rights for citi-
zens from diverse racial, cultural, ethnic, and language groups. I
also state why citizenship education should incorporate recogni-
tion of group-differentiated rights (Fraser, 2000; Young, 1989).
Liberal assimilationist notions of citizenship assume that indi-
viduals from different groups have to give up their home and
community cultures and languages to attain inclusion and to par-
ticipate effectively in the national civic culture (Greenbaum,
1974; Wong Fillmore, 2005). According to these conceptions 
of citizenship, the rights of groups are detrimental to the rights of
the individual. In contrast, using the Civil Rights Movement of
the 1960s and 1970s as an example, I argue that groups can help
individuals to actualize their rights and opportunities.

I contend that an effective and transformative citizenship edu-
cation helps students to acquire the knowledge, skills, and values

needed to function effectively within their cultural community,
nation-state, and region and in the global community. Such an
education also helps students to acquire the cosmopolitan per-
spectives and values needed to work for equality and social justice
around the world (Appiah, 2006; Nussbaum, 2002). In the final
part of this article, I argue that schools should implement a trans-
formative and critical conception of citizenship education that
will increase educational equality for all students. A transforma-
tive citizenship education also helps students to interact and
deliberate with their peers from diverse racial and ethnic groups.
I describe research that illuminates ways in which just, delibera-
tive, and democratic classrooms and schools can be created.

Conceptions of Citizenship and Citizenship
Education

A citizen is an individual who lives in a nation-state and has cer-
tain rights and privileges, as well as duties to the state, such as alle-
giance to the government (Lagassé, 2000). Citizenship is “the
position or status of being a citizen” (Simpson & Weiner, 1989,
p. 250). Koopmans et al. (2005) define citizenship as “the set of
rights, duties, and identities linking citizens to the nation-state”
(p. 7). These basic definitions are accurate but do not reveal the
complexity of citizenship as the concept has developed in mod-
ernized nation-states.

Marshall’s (1964) explication of three elements of citizenship—
civil, political, and social—have been influential and widely cited in
the field of citizenship studies (Bulmer & Rees, 1996). Marshall con-
ceptualizes citizenship as developmental and describes how the civil,
political, and social elements emerged in subsequent centuries.

The civil aspects of citizenship, which emerged in England in
the 18th century, provide citizens with individual rights, such as
freedom of speech, the right to own property, and equality before
the law. The political aspect of citizenship developed in the 19th
century. It gives citizens the franchise and the opportunity to
exercise political power by participating in the political process.
The social aspect arose in the 20th century. It provides citizens
with the health, education, and welfare needed to participate fully
in their cultural communities and in the national civic culture.
Marshall viewed the three elements of citizenship as interrelated
and overlapping and citizenship as an ideal toward which nation-
states strive but which they never completely attain.

Cultural Rights and Multicultural Citizenship

Assimilationist, liberal, and universal conceptions of citizenship
require citizens to give up their first languages and cultures to
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become full participants in the civic community of the nation-
state (M. M. Gordon, 1964; Young, 1989, 2000). Most cultural,
social, and educational policies in nation-states throughout the
world, including the United States (Graham, 2005), were guided
by an assimilationist policy prior to the ethnic revitalization
movements of the 1960s and 1970s. Beginning in the 1600s,
missionaries in the United States established boarding schools to
assimilate and Christianize Indian youth (Deyhle & Swisher, in
press). During the 1940s and 1950s, Mexican Americans were
punished in school for speaking Spanish (Crawford, 1999). The
histories and cultures of groups such as African Americans,
Mexican Americans, and American Indians were rarely discussed
in textbooks. When they appeared in textbooks, they were most
frequently stereotyped (Banks, 1969). Policy and practice in
schools, as in other institutions, were guided by Anglo-conformity
(M. M. Gordon, 1964).

Since the ethnic revitalization movements of the 1960s and
1970s, marginalized racial, ethnic, and language groups have
argued that they should have the right to maintain important
aspects of their cultures and languages while participating fully in
the national civic culture and community (Carmichael &
Hamilton, 1967; B. M. Gordon, 2001; Sizemore, 1973). These
groups have demanded that institutions such as schools, colleges,
and universities respond to the groups’ cultural identities and
experiences by reforming curricula to reflect their struggles,
hopes, dreams, and possibilities (B. M. Gordon, 2001; Nieto,
1999). They have also demanded that schools modify teaching
strategies to make them more culturally responsive to students
from different racial, ethnic, cultural, and language groups (Au,
2006; Gay, 2000; González, Moll, & Amanti, 2005).

During the 1960s and 1970s, leaders and scholars in ethnic
minority communities in the United States borrowed some of the
concepts and language that had been used by advocates and
scholars of White ethnic communities during first decades of the
1900s, when large numbers of immigrants entered the United
States from Southern, Central, and Eastern Europe. Drachsler
(1920) and Kallen (1924)—who were advocates for the cultural
freedoms and rights of these immigrant groups and who were
immigrants themselves—argued that cultural democracy is an
important characteristic of a democratic society. Drachsler and
Kallen maintained that cultural democracy should coexist with
political and economic democracy and that citizens in a demo-
cratic society should participate freely in the civic life of the
nation-state and experience economic equality. According to
Drachsler and Kallen, citizens should also have the right to main-
tain important aspects of their community cultures and lan-
guages, as long as these do not conflict with the shared democratic
ideals of the nation-state. Cultural democracy, argued Drachsler,
is an essential component of a political democracy.

In the early decades of the 20th century, Woodson (1933/1977)
made a case for cultural democracy when he argued that a curricu-
lum for African American students should reflect their history and
culture. Woodson harshly criticized the absence of Black history in
the curriculum and argued that Black students were being “mised-
ucated” because they were learning only about European, not
African, cultures and civilizations. In the 1970s, Ramírez and
Castañeda (1974) maintained that cultural democracy requires

teaching methods that reflect the learning characteristics of
Mexican American students as well as help them become bicogni-
tive in their learning styles and characteristics.

Kymlicka (1995), the Canadian political theorist, and Rosaldo
(1997), the U.S. anthropologist, make arguments today that are
similar in many ways to those made by Drachsler and Kallen in
the early 1900s and in later decades by Woodson and by Ramírez
and Castañeda. Both Kymlicka and Rosaldo maintain that immi-
grant and ethnic groups should be able to participate fully in the
national civic culture while retaining elements of their own cul-
tures. The dominant culture of the nation-state should incorpo-
rate aspects of their experiences, cultures, and languages, which
will enrich the mainstream culture as well as help marginalized
groups to experience civic equality and recognition (Gutmann,
2004).

Expanding Marshall’s Citizenship Typology

The paper in which Marshall (1964) presented his citizenship
typology was presented as the Alfred Marshall Lectures at the
University of Cambridge in February 1949. The significant
post–World War II migrations to the United Kingdom from its
former colonies such as Jamaica, India, and Pakistan were just
beginning. Marshall was consequently unable to foresee these
migrations and their consequences—such as the racialization that
occurred in response or the immigrants’ quests for equality and
inclusion (Solomos, 2008)—and did not incorporate them into
his citizenship typology.

Marshall (1964) conceptualizes citizenship as an evolutionary
concept that increases equality when it expands. Lipset (1964)
states that the “assumption of equality” is perhaps the most impor-
tant aspect of Marshall’s idea of citizenship (p. ix). Marshall viewed
citizenship and class as opposing principles and stated that citizen-
ship and the capitalist class system were at war during the 20th cen-
tury because citizenship and equality expand simultaneously.

Expanding Marshall’s conception of citizenship to include cul-
tural democracy and cultural citizenship is consistent with his view
that citizenship evolves to reflect the historical development of
the times and expands to increase equality and social justice.
Ethnic and language minority groups in societies throughout the
world are denied full citizenship rights because of their languages
and cultural characteristics, because they regard maintaining
attachments to their cultural communities as important to their
identities, and because of historic group discrimination and
exclusion (Castles & Davidson, 2000; Koopmans et al., 2005;
Kymlicka, 1995; Young, 1989). Consequently, the conception of
citizenship in a modern democratic nation-state should be
expanded to include cultural rights and group rights within a
democratic framework.

Multicultural Citizenship

Global immigration and the increasing diversity in nation-states
throughout the world challenge liberal assimilationist concep-
tions of citizenship. They raise complex and divisive questions
about how nation-states can deal effectively with the problem of
constructing civic communities that reflect and incorporate the
diversity of citizens and yet have an overarching set of shared val-
ues, ideals, and goals to which all of the citizens of a nation-state
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are committed (Banks, 2007). In the past, the liberal assimila-
tionist ideology guided policy related to immigrants and diversity
in most nation-states.

In the liberal assimilationist view, the rights of the individual
are paramount, and group identities and rights are inconsistent
with and inimical to the rights of the individual (Patterson,
1977). This conception maintains that identity groups promote
group rights over the rights of the individual and that the indi-
vidual must be freed of primordial and ethnic attachments to
have free choice and options in a modernized democratic society
(Patterson, 1977; Schlesinger, 1991). Strong attachments to eth-
nic, racial, religious, and other identity groups lead to conflicts
and harmful divisions within society. Liberal scholars such as
Patterson and Schlesinger also assume that group attachments
will die of their own weight within a modernized, pluralistic
democratic society if marginalized and excluded groups are given
the opportunity to attain structural inclusion in the mainstream
society. In this view, the survival of primordial attachments in a
modernized democratic society reflects a “pathological condi-
tion” in which marginalized groups have not been provided with
opportunities that would enable them to experience cultural
assimilation and structural inclusion (Apter, 1977). If Mexican
Americans are structurally integrated into mainstream U.S.
society—argues the liberal assimilationist—they will have neither
the desire nor the need to speak Spanish.

A number of factors have caused social scientists and political
philosophers to raise serious questions about the liberal analysis and
expectations for identity groups in modernized democratic nation-
states. These factors include the rise of the ethnic revitalization move-
ments since the 1960s and 1970s, which demand recognition of
group rights as well as individual rights by the nation-state and by
institutions such as schools, colleges, and universities (Banks, 2006);
the structural exclusion of many racial, ethnic, and language groups
into the United States and other Western nations (Benhabib, 2004;
Castles & Davidson, 2000; M. M. Gordon, 1964); and increasing
immigration throughout the world that has made most nation-states
multinational and polyethnic (Kymlicka, 1995). Recent estimates
indicate that “the world’s 184 independent states contain over 600
living language groups and 5,000 ethnic groups. In very few coun-
tries can the citizens be said to share the same language, or belong to
the same ethnonational group” (Kymlicka, 1995, p. 1).

Identity Groups in a Multicultural Democratic
Society

Identity groups can both obstruct the realization of democratic
values and facilitate their realization (Gutmann, 2003). Nonmain-
stream groups, such as Canadian Sikhs and Mexican Americans, and
mainstream groups, such as Anglo Canadians and the Boy Scouts of
America, all are identity groups. Democracies should treat indi-
viduals as civil equals and give them equal freedoms (Gutmann,
2003). Identity groups may try to impose their values on indi-
viduals. However, they may also enhance individual freedom by
helping individuals to attain goals that are consistent with
democratic values and that can be achieved only through group
action.

Identity groups provide opportunities for their members to
freely associate and express themselves culturally and politically

(Gutmann, 2003). Individuals more successfully attain goals
through the political system when working in groups than when
working alone. Important examples are the political, cultural, and
educational gains that African Americans won through their par-
ticipation in the Civil Rights Movement during the 1960s and
1970s, as well as the momentous changes that the movement ini-
tiated in U.S. society as a whole, with significant benefits for
other racial, ethnic, and language groups, women, and people
with disabilities.

The Immigration Reform Act of 1965 (which became effective
in 1968) was a consequence of the Civil Rights Movement. The act
abolished the quota system based on immigrants’ national origins
and liberalized American immigration policy (Bennett, 1988).
Immigration to the United States from Asian and Latin American
nations increased substantially as a result. Primarily because of the
Immigration Reform Act, the nation’s racial and ethnic texture has
changed significantly. Before 1968, most immigrants to the United
States came from Europe. Today, most come from Asia and Latin
America. A significant number also come from the West Indies and
Africa. The United States is now experiencing its largest influx of
immigrants since the late 19th and early 20th centuries. The U.S.
Census Bureau (2000) projects that ethnic groups of color—or eth-
nic minorities—will increase from 28% of the nation’s population
today to 50% in 2050.

Marginalized groups have organized and worked for their
group rights throughout U.S. history, bringing greater equality
and social justice for all Americans. This was the case with the
movements for civil rights, women’s rights, and language rights
(the last promoting the right of all citizens to speak and learn their
own languages in the public schools). Groups in the margins of
U.S. society have been the conscience of America and the main
sites for struggles to close the gap between American democratic
ideals and institutionalized racism and discrimination (Okihiro,
1994). Through their movements to advance justice and equal-
ity in America, marginalized groups have helped the nation come
closer to actualizing the democratic ideals stated in its founding
documents—the Declaration of Independence, the Constitution,
and the Bill of Rights (Okihiro, 1994).

Universal and Differentiated Citizenship

Group differences are not included in a universal conception of
citizenship. Consequently, the differences of groups that have
experienced structural exclusion and discrimination—such as
women and people of color—are suppressed. A differentiated con-
ception of citizenship, rather than a universal one, is needed to
help marginalized groups attain civic equality and recognition in
multicultural democratic nations (Young, 1989). Many problems
result from a universal notion of citizenship according to which
“citizenship status transcends particularity and difference” and
“laws and rules . . . are blind to individual and group differences”
(Young, 1989, p. 250). A universal conception of citizenship
within a stratified society results in the treatment of some groups
as second-class citizens because group rights are not recognized
and the principle of equal treatment is strictly applied.

When universal citizenship is determined, defined, and imple-
mented by groups with power and when the interests of mar-
ginalized groups are not expressed or incorporated into civic

131APRIL 2008



discussions, the interests of groups with power and influence will
determine the definitions of universal citizenship and the public
interest. Groups with power and influence often equate their own
interests with the public interest. This phenomenon occurs in the
debate over multicultural education in the nation’s schools, col-
leges, and universities. Critics of multicultural education such as
D’Souza (1991) and Schlesinger (1991) define the interests of
dominant groups as the “public” interest and those of people of
color such as African Americans and Latinos as “special” interests
that endanger the polity.

The Challenges of Global Citizenship

Cultural and group identities are important in multicultural demo-
cratic societies. However, they are not sufficient for citizenship 
participation because of worldwide migration and the effects of
globalization on local, regional, and national communities (Banks,
2004a). Students need to develop the knowledge, attitudes, and
skills that will enable them to function in a global society.
Globalization affects every aspect of communities, including
beliefs, norms, values, and behaviors, as well as business and trade.
Worldwide migration has increased diversity in most nation-states
and is forcing nations to rethink citizenship and citizenship educa-
tion. National boundaries are eroding because millions of people
live in several nations and have multiple citizenships (Castles &
Davidson, 2000). Millions have citizenship in one nation and live
in another. Others are stateless, including millions of refugees
around the world. The number of individuals living outside their
original homelands increased from approximately 33 million in
1910 to 175 million in 2000 (Benhabib, 2004).

National boundaries are also becoming more porous because
of international human rights that are codified in the Universal
Declaration of Human Rights (1948) and by the European
Union. These rights are specified for individuals regardless of
the nation-state in which they live and whether they are citizens
of a nation or not. Explicated in the declaration are the rights
to freedom of expression and religious belief, the right to pri-
vacy, and the right for an individual charged with a crime to be
presumed innocent until proven guilty (Banks et al., 2005;
Osler & Starkey, 2005). Serious tensions exist between the con-
ceptions of international human rights and national sover-
eignty. Despite the codification of international rights by bodies
such as the United Nations, nationalism is as strong as ever
(Benhabib, 2004).

Global Migration: A Challenge to Nations and
Schools

Migration within and across nation-states is a worldwide phe-
nomenon. The movement of peoples across boundaries is as old
as the nation-state itself (Luchtenberg, 2004b). However, never
before in history has the movement of diverse racial, cultural, eth-
nic, religious, and linguistic groups within and across nation-
states been so extensive, so rapid, or raised such complex and
difficult questions about citizenship, human rights, democracy,
and education. Many worldwide developments challenge the
notion of educating students to function in one nation-state.
These developments include the ways that people move back 
and forth across national borders and the rights of movement 

permitted by bodies external to nation-states such as the United
Nations and the European Union.

Before the ethnic revitalization movements of the 1960s and
1970s, the aim of schools in most nation-states was to develop
citizens who internalized their national values, venerated their
national heroes, and accepted glorified versions of their national
histories. These goals of citizenship education are inconsistent
with the citizen’s role in a global world today because many peo-
ple have multiple national commitments and live in multiple
nation-states. However, the development of citizens with global
and cosmopolitan identities and commitments is contested in
nation-states throughout the world because nationalism remains
strong. Nationalism and globalization coexist in tension world-
wide (Benhabib, 2004; Castles & Davidson, 2000).

When responding to the problems wrought by international
migration, schools in multicultural nation-states must deal with
complex educational issues in ways consistent with their demo-
cratic ideologies and declarations. There is a wide gap between
the democratic ideals in Western nations and the daily experi-
ences of students in schools (Banks, 2004a). Ethnic minority
students in the United States, Canada, the United Kingdom,
Germany, and France—as in other nations throughout the
world—often experience discrimination because of their cul-
tural, linguistic, religious, and value differences. Often, both
students and teachers perceive these students as the “Other.”
When ethnic minority students—such as Turkish students in
Germany and Muslim students in the United Kingdom—are
marginalized in school and treated as the “Other,” they tend to
emphasize their ethnic identities and to develop weak attach-
ments to the nation-state.

Multicultural democratic nation-states must grapple with a
number of salient issues, paradigms, and ideologies as their school
populations become more culturally, racially, ethnically, and lin-
guistically diverse. The extent to which nation-states make mul-
ticultural citizenship possible, the achievement gap between
minority and majority groups, and the language rights of immi-
grant and minority groups are among the unresolved and con-
tentious issues with which these nations must grapple.

Nation-states throughout the world are trying to determine
whether they will perceive themselves as multicultural and allow
immigrants to experience multicultural citizenship or continue to
embrace an assimilationist liberal ideology (Kymlicka, 1995). In
nation-states that embrace multicultural citizenship, immigrant
and minority groups can retain important aspects of their lan-
guages and cultures while exercising full citizenship rights.
Nation-states in various parts of the world have responded to the
citizenship and cultural rights of immigrant and minority groups
in significantly different ways. Since the ethnic revitalization
movements of the 1960s and 1970s, many national leaders and
citizens in the United States, Canada, and Australia have viewed
these nations as multicultural democracies (Banks, 1986). An
ideal exists in these nations that minority groups can maintain
important elements of their community cultures and become full
citizens of the nation-state. However, there is a wide gap between
the ideals of these nations and the experiences of ethnic minority
groups. Most ethnic minority groups in nations that view them-
selves as multicultural—such as the United States, Canada, and
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Australia—experience discrimination in both the schools and the
wider society.

Other nations, such as Japan (Murphy-Shigematsu, 2004) and
Germany (Luchtenberg, 2004a, 2004b; Mannitz, 2004), have been
reluctant to view themselves as multicultural societies. Citizenship
has been closely linked to biological heritage and characteristics in
these nations. Although the biological conception of citizenship in
both Japan and Germany has eroded within the past decade, it has
left a tenacious legacy in both countries. Castles (2004) refers to
Germany’s response to immigrants as “differential exclusion,”
which is “partial and temporary integration of immigrant workers
into society—that is, they are included in those subsystems of soci-
ety necessary for their economic role: the labor market, basic accom-
modation, work-related health care, and welfare” (p. 32).

Since the 1960s and 1970s, the French have dealt with immi-
grant groups in ways distinct from those of the immigrant nations
of the United States, Canada, and Australia. In France the explicit
goal is assimilation—called integration—and inclusion (Bowen,
2004, in press; Castles, 2004; Hargreaves, 1995; Scott, 2007).
Immigrants can become full citizens in France but are required
to surrender their languages and cultures. Integration assumes
that cultural and ethnic differences should and will disappear
(Hargreaves, 1995; Scott, 2007).

Education for National and Global Citizenship

Multicultural societies are faced with the problem of construct-
ing nation-states that reflect and incorporate the diversity of their
citizens and yet have an overarching set of shared values, ideals,
and goals to which all of their citizens are committed. In a demo-
cratic society, civic equality and recognition are important values
(Gutmann, 2004). These values give ethnic and immigrant
groups the right to maintain important elements of their ethnic
cultures and languages as well as to participate in the national
civic culture.

Nationalists and assimilationists around the world worry that if
citizens are allowed to retain identifications with their cultural com-
munities they will not acquire sufficiently strong attachments to
their nation-states. Such concerns reflect a “zero-sum conception of
identity” (Kymlicka, 2004, p. xiv). The theoretical and empirical
work of multicultural scholars indicates that identity is multiple,
changing, overlapping, and contextual, rather than fixed and static—
and that thoughtful and clarified cultural identifications will enable
people to be better citizens of the nation-state. Writes Ladson-
Billings (2004):

The dynamic of the modern (or postmodern) nation-state makes
identities as either an individual or a member of a group untenable.
Rather than seeing the choice as either/or, the citizen of the nation-
state operates in the realism of both/and. She is both an individual
who is entitled to citizen rights that permit one to legally challenge
infringement of those rights [and one who is] acting as a member
of a group. . . . People move back and forth across many identities,
and the way society responds to these identities either binds people
to or alienates them from the civic culture. (p. 112)

The Challenge of Unity and Diversity

Balancing unity and diversity is a continuing challenge for multicul-
tural nation-states. Unity without diversity results in hegemony and

oppression; diversity without unity leads to Balkanization and the
fracturing of the nation-state (Banks, 2004b). A major problem fac-
ing nation-states throughout the world is how to recognize and legit-
imize difference and yet construct an overarching national identity
that incorporates the voices, experiences, and hopes of the diverse
groups that compose it. Many ethnic, language, and religious groups
have weak identifications with their nation-states because of their
marginalized status and because they do not see their hopes, dreams,
visions, and possibilities reflected in the nation-state or in the schools,
colleges, and universities (Ladson-Billings, 2004; Osler & Vincent,
2002).

The diversity brought to European nations such as the United
Kingdom, the Netherlands, and France by immigrants from their
former colonies has increased racial, ethnic, and religious tension
and conflict (Koopmans et al., 2005). A bitter controversy arose
in France regarding the wearing of the hijab (veil) by Muslim girls
in state-supported schools. In March 2004 the French parliament
passed a law that prohibits the wearing of any ostensible religious
symbol in state schools. Although this law prohibits the wearing
of the Jewish yarmulke as well as large Christian crosses, its tar-
get was the hijab. The French policy is a contentious and divisive
attempt by a nation with a strong assimilationist ideology to deal
with religious expression in the public sphere in a way that is con-
sistent with its ideals of equality, liberty, and republicanism
(Bowen, in press). Bowen (2004) describes incisively the differ-
ent meanings of the headscarf controversy to the mainstream
French and to French Muslims:

For many non-Muslim French, [the headscarves] represent multi-
ple dangers to the Republic; the oppression of women, urban vio-
lence, international terrorism, and the general refusal of Muslim
immigrants to integrate into the broader society. For many of the
five million or so Muslims living in France, the scarves represent
the freedom of religious expression guaranteed by French law, the
toleration of cultural pluralism, the value of modesty, and the gen-
eral importance of developing ways to be both good Muslims and
good citizens. (p. 31)

As worldwide immigration increases diversity on every conti-
nent and as global terrorism intensifies negative attitudes toward
Muslims, schools in nation-states around the world are finding it
difficult to implement policies and practices that respond to the
diversity of students and also foster national cohesion (Banks 
et al., 2005). The four young Muslim men who are suspected of
being responsible for the bombings of the London underground
on July 7, 2005, had immigrant parents but were British citizens
who grew up in Leeds. They apparently were not structurally
integrated into British mainstream society and had weak identi-
fications with the nation-state and with other British citizens.
The immigrant background of most of the suspects and perpe-
trators of worldwide violence (Suárez-Orozco, 2006) has con-
tributed to the rise of Islamophobia and racial tensions in Europe.

The Complicated Characteristics of Student
Identifications

Historically, schools in Western democratic nations, such as the
United States, Canada, and Australia, have focused on helping stu-
dents to develop commitments and allegiance to the nation-state
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and have given little attention to their need to maintain commit-
ments to their local communities and cultures or to their original
homelands. Schools assumed that assimilation into the mainstream
culture was required for citizenship and national belonging and that
students could and should surrender commitments to other com-
munities, cultures, and nations. Greenbaum (1974) states that U.S.
schools taught immigrant students hope and shame. These students
were made to feel ashamed of their home and community cultures
but were given hope that once they culturally assimilated they could
join the U.S. mainstream culture. Cultural assimilation worked well
for most White ethnic groups (Alba & Nee, 2003) but not for
groups of color, which continue to experience structural exclusion
after they become culturally assimilated.

Recent ethnographic research indicates that the narrow con-
ception of citizenship education that has been embraced histori-
cally by schools is not consistent with the racial, ethnic, and
cultural realities of U.S. society because of the complicated, con-
textual, and overlapping identities of immigrant students.
Research by scholars studying immigrant high school students
indicates that these students have complex and contradictory
transnational identifications. This finding is consistent across
studies of Palestinian American youth by El-Haj (2007), of
Vietnamese American high school youth by Nguyen (2008), and
of working-class Indian American, Pakistani American, and
Bangladeshi American youth by Maira (2004). These researchers
describe the nuanced and intricate identifications that immigrant
youth have with the United States, their countries of origin, and
their local communities. This research also indicates that the cul-
tural and national identities of immigrant youth are contextual,
evolving, and continually reconstructed.

El-Haj (2007), Nguyen (2008), and Maira (2004) found that
the immigrant youths in their studies did not define their
national identities in terms of their places of residence but felt
that they belonged to national communities that transcended the
boundaries of the United States. They defined their national
identities as Palestinian, Vietnamese, Indian, Pakistani, and
Bangladeshi. They believed that an individual can be Palestinian
or Vietnamese and live in many different nation-states. The
youth in these studies distinguished between national identity and
citizenship. They viewed themselves as Palestinian, Vietnamese,
or Pakistani but also recognized and acknowledged their U.S. cit-
izenship, which they valued for the privileged legal status and
other opportunities it gave them. Some of the Vietnamese youth
in Nguyen’s study said, “I am Vietnamese and a citizen of the
United States.”

Although the immigrant youth in Nguyen’s (2008) study
viewed themselves as citizens of the United States, they did not
view themselves as Americans. They felt that they were not
Americans because to be American required an individual to be
White and mainstream. Their construction of the criterion for
becoming American was a consequence of the racism, discrimi-
nation, and exclusion that they experienced in their schools and
communities. Both El-Haj (2007) and Nguyen describe how the
marginalization that immigrant students experience in schools
and in the larger U.S. society reinforces their national identifica-
tion with distant nations, in which they imagine that they would
experience equality and structural inclusion.

Maira (2004) used cultural citizenship to describe the transna-
tional aspects of the citizenship identity held by the South Asian
students in her study. These youths maintained contacts and con-
nections with their homeland cultures through popular culture
venues, such as websites, films, music, TV serials, cable TV, and
DVDs made in their homelands.

Schools and Citizenship Education in Multicultural
Nations

The nuanced, complex, and evolving identities of the youth
described in the studies by El-Haj (2007), Nguyen (2008), and
Maira (2004) indicate that the liberal assimilationist notions of
citizenship are ineffective today because of the deepening diver-
sity throughout the world and the quests by marginalized immi-
grant, ethnic, and racial groups for cultural recognition and
rights. Schools need to work to implement multicultural citizen-
ship (Kymlicka, 1995), which recognizes the right and need for
students to maintain commitments to their cultural communi-
ties, to a transnational community, and to the nation-state in
which they are legal citizens.

Citizenship education should also help students to develop an
identity and attachment to the global community and a human
connection to people around the world. Global identities, attach-
ments, and commitments constitute cosmopolitanism (Nussbaum,
2002). Cosmopolitans view themselves as citizens of the world who
will make decisions and take actions in the global interests that will
benefit humankind. Nussbaum states that their “allegiance is to the
worldwide community of human beings” (p. 4).

Cosmopolitans identify with peoples from diverse cultures
throughout the world. Nussbaum contrasts cosmopolitan 
universalism and internationalism with parochial ethnocentrism
and inward-looking patriotism. Cosmopolitans “are ready to
broaden the definition of public, extend their loyalty beyond eth-
nic and national boundaries, and engage with difference far and
near” (W. C. Parker, personal communication, July 18, 2005).
Cosmopolitans view social justice and equality globally and are
concerned with threats to the world community such as global
warming, the HIV/AIDS epidemic, and war. Students can
become cosmopolitan citizens while maintaining attachments
and roots to their family and community cultures. Both
Nussbaum (2002) and Appiah (2006) view local identities as
important for cosmopolitans.

Schools should help students to understand how cultural,
national, regional, and global identifications are interrelated,
complex, and evolving (Banks, 2004b). These identifications are
interactive in a dynamic way. Each should be recognized, valued,
publicly affirmed, and thoughtfully examined in schools. Students
should be encouraged to critically examine their identifications and
commitments and to understand the complex ways in which they
are interrelated and constructed.

Citizenship education should help students to realize that “no
local loyalty can ever justify forgetting that each human being has
responsibilities to every other” (Appiah, 2006, p. xvi). As citizens
of the global community, students also must develop a deep
understanding of the need to take action and make decisions to
help solve the world’s difficult problems. They need to partici-
pate in ways that will enhance democracy and promote equality
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and social justice in their cultural communities, nations, and
regions, and in the world.

Increasing diversity throughout the world today and increas-
ing recognition of diversity—as well as the intractable problems
that the world faces—require a reexamination of the ends and
means of citizenship education if it is to promote inclusion, civic
equality, and recognition (Gutmann, 2004). Liberal assimila-
tionist conceptions of citizenship education that eradicate the
cultures and languages of diverse groups will be ineffective in a
transformed “flat” world of the 21st century (Friedman, 2005).
Citizenship education in the United States—as well as in other
Western nations—should be reinvented so that it will enable stu-
dents to see their fates as intimately tied to those of people
throughout the world. Citizenship education should help stu-
dents to understand why “a threat to justice anywhere is a threat
to justice everywhere” (King, 1963/1994, pp. 2–3).

Mainstream and Transformative Citizenship
Education

Citizenship education must be reimagined and transformed to
effectively educate students to function in the 21st century. For
reform to succeed, the knowledge that underlies its construction
must shift from mainstream academic knowledge to transforma-
tive academic knowledge. Mainstream knowledge reinforces tra-
ditional and established knowledge in the social and behavioral
sciences as well as the knowledge that is institutionalized in the
popular culture and in the nation’s schools, colleges, and univer-
sities (Banks, 1993). Transformative academic knowledge con-
sists of paradigms and explanations that challenge some of the key
epistemological assumptions of mainstream knowledge (Collins,
2000; Harding, 1991; Homans, 1967). An important purpose of
transformative knowledge is to improve the human condition.
Feminist scholars and scholars of color have been among the lead-
ing constructors of transformative academic knowledge (Collins,
2000; Harding, 1991; Takaki, 1993, 1998).

Mainstream citizenship education is grounded in mainstream
knowledge and assumptions and reinforces the status quo and the
dominant power relationships in society. It is practiced in most
social studies classrooms in the United States (Parker, 2002) and
does not challenge or disrupt the class, racial, or gender discrim-
ination in the schools and society. Mainstream citizenship edu-
cation either does not include each of the four elements of
citizenship identified in the first part of this article—civil, politi-
cal, social, and cultural—or includes them at superficial and lim-
ited levels. It does not help students to understand their multiple
and complex identities, the ways their lives are influenced by
globalization, or what their roles should be in a global world.
Instead, the emphasis is on memorizing facts about constitutions
and other legal documents, learning about various branches of
government, and developing patriotism to the nation-state
(Westheimer, 2007). Critical thinking skills, decision making,
and action are not important components of mainstream citi-
zenship education.

Transformative citizenship education needs to be implemented
in schools if students are to attain clarified and reflective cultural,
national, regional, and global identifications and understand how
these identities are interrelated and constructed. Transformative

citizenship education also recognizes and validates the cultural
identities of students. It is rooted in transformative academic
knowledge and enables students to acquire the information,
skills, and values needed to challenge inequality within their com-
munities, their nations, and the world; to develop cosmopolitan
values and perspectives; and to take actions to create just and
democratic multicultural communities and societies. Transforma-
tive citizenship education helps students to develop the decision-
making and social action skills that are needed to identify
problems in society, acquire knowledge related to their homes
and community cultures and languages, identify and clarify their
values, and take thoughtful individual or collective civic action
(Banks & Banks, 1999). It also fosters critical thinking skills and
is inclusive of what DeJaeghere (2007) calls critical citizenship
education.

Intergroup Relations Research and Transformative
Citizenship Education

In democratic and transformative classrooms and schools, students
from diverse groups interact and deliberate in equal-status situa-
tions. They also develop positive racial and ethnic attitudes as well
as the knowledge, skills, and perspectives to deliberate with students
from diverse groups. Deliberation among citizens from diverse
groups is essential for a democratic society (Gutmann, 1987; Parker,
2002). Research indicates that equal status among diverse groups in
contact situations is an essential condition for effective intergroup
interactions and deliberations. Cohen and Roper (1972) found that
White middle-class students dominated classroom interactions with
African American students unless interventions increased the status
of African Americans. Transformative classrooms create conditions
in which students from different groups can interact in ways that
enable them to view events from diverse perspectives and to delib-
erate in equal-status situations.

Allport (1954/1979) theorized that contact between groups will
improve intergroup relations if the contact has the following char-
acteristics: (a) The individuals experience equal status; (b) they share
common goals; (c) intergroup cooperation exists; and (d) the con-
tact is sanctioned by authorities, such as teachers and administra-
tors, or by law or custom (Pettigrew, 2004). Multicultural textbooks
and other materials (Banks, 2007; Takaki, 1993) help to create
equal status in classrooms by giving voice to the histories and expe-
riences of all students in the class and by enabling all to experience
equality and recognition (Cohen, 1994; Gutmann, 2004).

Students have positive attitudes toward different racial and
ethnic groups in transformative classrooms and have equal status
in classroom discussions and deliberations. Teachers in transfor-
mative classrooms use strategies and materials that help students
to acquire democratic racial attitudes and behaviors. Since the
1940s, a number of curriculum intervention studies have been
conducted to determine the effects of teaching units and lessons,
multicultural textbooks and materials, role playing, and other
kinds of simulated experiences related to the racial attitudes and
perceptions of students. These studies indicate that the use of
multicultural textbooks, other related teaching materials, and
cooperative teaching strategies can enable students from different
racial and ethnic groups to develop democratic racial attitudes
and to interact in equal-status situations. Such materials and
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teaching strategies can also result in students’ choosing more
friends from outside their own racial, ethnic, and cultural groups
(Slavin, 2001).

These studies provide guidelines that can help teachers to
improve intergroup relations, interactions, and deliberations in
transformative classrooms and schools. One of the earliest cur-
riculum studies was conducted by Trager and Yarrow (1952),
who examined the effects of a democratic multicultural curricu-
lum on the racial attitudes of children in the first and second
grades. The curriculum had a positive effect on the attitudes of
both students and teachers. The authors gave their study the title
They Learn What They Live to highlight its major finding: If stu-
dents experience democracy they will internalize it.

Research indicates that curriculum interventions such as mul-
tiethnic readers (Litcher & Johnson, 1969); multicultural televi-
sion programs (Bogatz & Ball, 1971); simulations (Weiner &
Wright, 1973); multicultural social studies materials (Yawkey &
Blackwell, 1974); folk dances, music, crafts, and role-playing (Ijaz
& Ijaz, 1981); plays (Gimmestad & DeChiara, 1982); discus-
sions about race (Aboud & Doyle, 1996); and discussions com-
bined with antiracist teaching (McGregor, 1993) can have
positive effects on the racial attitudes and interactions of students.

Research on Cooperative Learning and 
Interracial Contact

Transformative and democratic classrooms foster cooperation
rather than competition among students from diverse racial, eth-
nic, and cultural groups. Cooperation promotes positive interra-
cial interactions and deliberations. Since 1970, a group of
investigators, guided by Allport’s (1954/1979) theory, have pro-
duced a rich body of cumulative research on the effects of coop-
erative learning groups and activities on students’ racial attitudes,
friendship choices, and achievement. Much of this research has
been conducted as well as reviewed by investigators such as
Aronson (2002) and his colleagues (Aronson & Bridgeman,
1979; Aronson & Gonzalez, 1988), Cohen and her colleagues
(Cohen, 1972, 1984; Cohen & Lotan, 1995), Johnson and
Johnson (1981, 1991), Slavin (1979, 1983, 1985), and Slavin
and Madden (1979). Schofield (2004) has written an informative
review of this research. Most of it has been conducted using ele-
mentary and high school students (Slavin, 1983, 1985).

This research strongly supports the notion that cooperative
interracial contact situations in schools—if the conditions
described by Allport (1954/1979) are present in the contact 
situations—have positive effects on both student interracial behav-
ior and student interactions (Aronson & Gonzalez, 1988; Slavin,
1979, 1983). In his review of 19 studies of the effects of coopera-
tive learning methods, Slavin (1985) found that 16 showed posi-
tive effects on interracial friendships. In another review, Slavin
(2001) also described the positive effects of cooperative groups on
racial attitudes and cross-racial friendships. Other investigators
have found that cooperative learning activities increased student
motivation and self-esteem (Slavin, 1985) and helped students to
develop empathy (Aronson, 2002; Aronson & Bridgeman, 1979).

Equal status between groups in interracial situations has to 
be deliberately structured by teachers or it will not exist (Cohen
& Roper, 1972). If students from different racial, ethnic, and 

linguistic groups are mixed in contact situations without struc-
tured interventions that create equal-status conditions, then racial
and ethnic conflict and stereotyping are likely to increase.
Students from both privileged and marginalized groups are likely
to respond in ways that will reinforce the advantage of the higher
status group. In a series of perceptive and carefully designed stud-
ies, Cohen and her colleagues consistently found that contact
among different groups without deliberate interventions to
increase equal-status and positive interactions among them will
increase rather than reduce intergroup tensions (Cohen, 1984;
Cohen & Lotan, 1995; Cohen & Roper, 1972).

Transformative Classrooms and Levels of
Citizenship

Transformative classrooms and schools help students to acquire
the knowledge, values, and skills needed to become deep citizens.
Clarke (1996) states that a deep citizen,

both in the operation of [his or her] own life and in some of its para-
meters . . . [is] conscious of acting in and into a world shared with oth-
ers . . . [and is] conscious that the identity of self and the identity of
others is co-related and co-creative, while also opening up the possi-
bility of both engagement in and enchantment with the world. (p. 6)

I have developed a typology designed to help educators concep-
tualize ways to help students acquire increasingly deeper citizenship
that contains four levels (see Figure 1). Like the categories in any
typology, these levels of citizenship overlap and are interrelated.
Nevertheless, differentiating levels of citizenship is useful.

• Legal citizenship, the most superficial level of citizenship in the
typology, applies to citizens who are legal members of 
the nation-state and have certain rights and obligations to the
state but do not participate in the political system in any
meaningful ways.

• Minimal citizenship applies to those who are legal citizens and
vote in local and national elections for conventional and
mainstream candidates and issues.

• Active citizenship involves action beyond voting to actualize
existing laws and conventions. Active citizens may participate
in protest demonstrations or make public speeches regarding
conventional issues and reforms. The actions of active citizens
are designed to support and maintain—but not to challenge—
existing social and political structures.

• Transformative citizenship involves civic actions designed to
actualize values and moral principles and ideals beyond those
of existing laws and conventions.2 Transformative citizens take
action to promote social justice even when their actions vio-
late, challenge, or dismantle existing laws, conventions, or
structures.

Rosa Parks refused to give up her seat to a White man on a bus
in Montgomery, Alabama, on December 1, 1955. Her action was
a pivotal event in the Montgomery bus boycott that ended seg-
regation in transportation in the South and thrust Rev. Martin
Luther King Jr. into national leadership. A group of African
American college students sat down at a lunch counter reserved
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for Whites in a Woolworth’s store in Greensboro, North Carolina,
on February 1, 1960. The students initiated the sit-in movement that
ended segregation in lunch counters throughout the South. Both
Parks and the students violated existing segregation laws. They were
engaging in transformative citizenship because they took action to
actualize social justice, even though what they did was illegal and
challenged existing laws, customs, and conventions.

The important difference between active and transformative
citizens is that the actions taken by active citizens fall within exist-
ing laws, customs, and conventions, whereas the actions taken by
transformative citizens are designed to promote values and moral
principles⎯such as social justice and equality⎯and may violate
existing conventions and laws. Although transformative educa-
tors recognize and respect students at all levels of citizenship, their
aim is to help students become transformative and deep citizens.

Conclusion

Students experience democracy in classrooms and schools when
transformative citizenship education is implemented. Consequently,
they are better able to internalize democratic beliefs and values and
to acquire thoughtful cultural identifications and commitments. The
total school, including the knowledge conveyed in the curriculum,
needs to be reformed to implement transformative citizenship edu-
cation. Inequality and stratification within the larger society are chal-
lenged and are not reproduced in transformative and democratic
classrooms and schools. Transformative citizenship education helps
students to develop reflective cultural, national, regional, and global

identifications and to acquire the knowledge and skills needed to pro-
mote social justice in communities, nations, and the world.

NOTES

I presented versions of this article in a seminar at the Center for
Advanced Study in the Behavioral Sciences (CASBS), in Stanford,
California, April 26, 2006, and as the Tisch Lecture at Teachers College,
Columbia University, September 24, 2007. I am grateful to the CASBS’s
staff for their help and support during my residency at the center and to
the fellows at the center for their thoughtful reactions and comments. I
am indebted to my colleagues and students at Teachers College for the
stimulating intellectual community that I experienced when I was the
Tisch Distinguished Visiting Professor for the fall semester in 2007.

1I am using the terms assimilationist, liberal, liberal assimilationist, and
universal as synonyms in describing conceptions of citizenship education.

2My ideas regarding convention and action beyond conventional 
levels are adapted from Lawrence Kohlberg’s (1971) stages of moral
development.
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