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Ideological Homogeneity, School 
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2008 Presidential Election

aBSTraCT: This study reports findings from a qualitative case study of three 
high schools during the 2008 presidential election. The schools appeared to 
promote the political ideologies of their corresponding populations, and in the 
two predominately ideologically homogenous schools, political intolerance often 
appeared to affect teachers’ instruction and students’ perceptions of safety. The 
findings from this study offer implications for school leaders who wish to create 
safe and ideologically tolerant schools even when their schools may be located 
within ideologically homogeneous communities.

Within days of the attempted assassination of Representative Gabrielle 
Giffords on January 8, 2011, in Tucson, Arizona, pundits began calling 
for an increased tone of civility among elected officials from both major 
political parties while simultaneously making veiled correlations between 
the attack and the vitriolic rhetoric that has come to characterize politi-
cal discourse in the 21st century. In the weeks that followed, traditional 
battle lines appeared to soften, at least temporarily, as President Obama 
gave an eloquent address at the memorial service for the Tucson victims in 
which he called for Republicans and Democrats to work together despite 
their ideological differences and as members of Congress began engaging 
in symbolic gestures of civility, such as intermingling during the State of 
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the Union Address later that month. Giffords’s empty seat at the speech 
served as a tragic reminder of what can occur when heated political rheto-
ric crosses the line from democratic dialogue to words intended to belittle 
those with whom one may disagree.

While it is far too soon to determine whether the Tucson shootings will 
deliver on this promise of increased civility in ways in which other tem-
porary moments of national unity have failed, it is clear that change will 
not come easily. Americans are increasingly defining themselves along 
partisan lines, and aligning with a political party or supporting a particular 
candidate often seems to carry a certain stigma defined by the overgen-
eralized stereotypes that liberals and conservatives have of each other 
(Farwell & Weiner, 2000). Moreover, the tenor of political debate in the 
United States has turned increasingly negative, with both sides of the aisle 
sharing the blame. Whether the message comes from conservative analysts 
(such as former FOX News personality Glenn Beck, who often compared 
the policies of the Obama administration to those of Stalin and Hitler) or 
from liberal commentators (such as former MSNBC pundit Keith Olber-
mann, who made a “Worst Person in the World” segment a regular feature 
of his show), the message is the same: not only is it one’s responsibility to 
advocate one’s political ideology, but one must also denounce opposing 
viewpoints as morally inferior and ideologically “wrong.”

With this type of political rhetoric seemingly ubiquitous in American so-
ciety, it stands to reason that similar types of divisive discourse are being 
mimicked in middle and secondary schools across the United States when 
high-profile political issues permeate school walls. On one hand, schools 
are a natural environment in which to engage students in discussions of 
political and controversial issues because they will encounter viewpoints 
that are more diverse than what they typically find in their homes or places 
of worship (Parker, 2003, 2010); on the other, schools are ultimately prod-
ucts of the communities in which they are located (Dewey, 1916; Foucault, 
1991). Therefore, if the community that feeds into a school is ideologically 
homogeneous, it stands to reason that the school will most likely be ideo-
logically homogeneous as well.

Research in political science and education suggests that political homo-
geneity can adversely affect political tolerance within schools. In particu-
lar, studies have found that increased communication among like-minded 
individuals decreases levels of political tolerance while simultaneously 
encouraging political action. Conversely, communication among indi-
viduals with divergent political beliefs fosters tolerance but often creates 
ambivalence toward political action (Mutz, 2006; Walsh, 2004). Campbell 
(2005) has found similar results using the political climate of high schools 
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as a predictor of future political action. According to his research, schools 
with homogeneous political compositions promote explicit civic norms 
that often encourage students to engage in acts of political participation, 
such as voting. Schools that have diverse political compositions may foster 
greater political tolerance, but Campbell argues that they do not provide 
students with the civic norms necessary for active citizenship.

From an instructional perspective, Hess and Ganzler (2007) have reported 
that classrooms foster tolerance when there is considerable ideological di-
versity accompanied by teachers who are willing to engage students in dis-
cussion. Yet, when students are allowed to discuss political issues in class-
rooms with minimal ideological diversity, intolerance for divergent opinions 
appears to grow, and students resort to stereotypes and inaccurate clichés 
to defend their political beliefs. Other studies have shown that the political 
climate of schools affects teachers’ willingness to engage students in dis-
cussions of controversial political issues, as well as their decision whether 
to disclose their personal political beliefs in the classroom. For teachers 
who broach controversial political issues and disclose their personal views, 
school climate often appears to affect the ways in which those views are 
articulated. Politically tolerant climates often result in respectful discourse, 
while intolerant climates have been shown to have higher levels of intolerant 
behavior, such as name-calling and criticism of politicians (Hess, 2002, 2004; 
Journell, 2011a; Niemi & Niemi, 2007).

Relationship to school climate and leadeRship

There exists an extensive literature base outlining the importance of school 
climate on students’ social well-being and academic success (Dessel, 2010). 
While a school’s climate may be predicated on a variety of factors, qualities 
that are indicative of positive school climates are fairly universal: all ac-
tors within a school (students, faculty, staff, and administrators) must feel 
safe while at school, have a sense of connectedness with the school, and 
develop positive relationships with others at the school (Cemalcilar, 2010; 
Dessel, 2010; Zullig, Huebner, & Patton, 2011). Too often, school climate is 
defined solely on whether physical violence is present in a school, and it is 
measured by tangible items, such as police reports and the number of sus-
pensions or expulsions given by school administrators (Bosworth, Ford, & 
Hernandez, 2011). However, research has shown that students believe that 
emotional and psychological forms of violence are more prevalent than 
physical violence in school and that all forms of violence and intimidation 
have adverse effects on students’ sense of belonging and academic success 
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(Bosworth et al., 2011; Cemalcilar, 2010; Haselswerdt & Lenhardt, 2003). 
Moreover, Cemalcilar (2010) has found that intimidation also affects those 
who are not personally being bullied, stating that “even when one is not 
directly subjected to violent acts, yet spends time in an unsafe environ-
ment, one’s personal feelings toward the school may be damaged” (p. 263).

One other constant in the literature on school climate is the importance 
of school leadership, especially principals, in creating inclusive and safe 
school environments (Astor, Benbenishty, & Estrada, 2009; Dessel, 2010; 
Moolenaar, Daly, & Sleegers, 2010). Effective principals set the tone for their 
schools by being visible and central to the everyday workings of the school, 
including what goes on inside of classrooms (Moolenaar et al., 2010). In their 
study of schools that had atypical levels of violence in comparison to their 
surrounding neighborhoods, Astor and colleagues (2009) found that prin-
cipals of low-violence schools spent a considerable amount of time in the 
hallways building relationships with students and teachers as well as closely 
monitoring often-unsupervised areas of the school, such as courtyards and 
parking lots. In the higher-violence schools, however, they observed more 
instances of principals yelling at, reprimanding, and unfairly punishing stu-
dents for their behavior. Finally, Astor and colleagues observed that when 
principals constantly pushed an overarching message at school, such as 
“peace,” students were more likely to adhere to that idea. Yet, despite the im-
portance of principal leadership in defining school climate, Theoharis (2008) 
is quick to note that principals cannot single-handedly shape the climate 
of their schools; they need the support of other school leaders, especially 
teachers, parents, and central office administrators.

Although not publicized as much as other types of school bullying, 
political intolerance can be problematic for school leaders who strive to 
promote diversity, safety, and tolerance as core educational principles. 
The majority of literature on political intolerance and intimidation in edu-
cation has occurred within the realm of higher education (e.g., Ehrlich & 
Colby, 2004; Navarro, Worthington, Hart, & Khairallah, 2009); however, the 
same principles would apply to middle and secondary education as well. 
When political intolerance becomes the norm at a school, the ramifica-
tions can extend beyond confrontations in civics and government classes. 
Especially during politically contentious societal events or when certain 
political issues receive considerable media attention, students are going to 
discuss politics in the cafeteria, hallways, and other common areas where 
school climate is shaped (Freiberg, 1998). At predominately ideologically 
homogeneous schools, those who fall outside the ideological norm may 
be ostracized to the point that their safety, both emotional and physical, 
becomes threatened. On the surface, being picked on because of one’s po-
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litical beliefs may not seem as harmful as other types of intimidation that 
regularly occur within middle and high schools; however, it is certainly 
conceivable that being politically labeled may carry a certain stigma, espe-
cially when a student is in the ideological minority and his or her peers do 
not have a refined understanding of politics.

While all forms of emotional and psychological bullying can be hard for 
teachers and administrators to recognize (Preble & Taylor, 2009), political 
intimidation may be especially difficult because it is often hard to unpack 
one’s political culture if one is immersed in it. Foucault (1991) describes 
this phenomenon as governmentality, in which he defines government 
not as a central agency that makes laws but rather a technique by which 
political action is shaped through various societal agencies and institu-
tions concerned with protecting the economic and political interests of 
the state. Within this framework, schools act as one type of agency that 
caters to the needs of their constituents, or what Foucault terms popula-
tion. Therefore, an ideologically homogeneous population would expect 
to have ideologically homogeneous schools, and individuals in charge of 
those schools would create policies, either consciously or subconsciously, 
that would further the ideological mission of the population. For Foucault 
(1990, 1991), this type of ideological control is considerably stronger than 
overt attempts at power because the methods of control are often trans-
parent to the actors within the system.

Through a qualitative study of three demographically and ideologically 
diverse high schools during the 2008 presidential election, I describe ways 
in which political climate was shaped at each site by teachers, students, 
and school administrators. The election was a highly charged, polarizing 
event that generated considerable attention at each school, creating ideal 
environments from which to assess the impact of a school’s political ideol-
ogy on student instruction and perceived levels of political tolerance. It is 
my hope that through these cautionary tales of ideological homogeneity, 
school leaders can better recognize instances of political intolerance in 
their schools and take steps to lessen its prevalence.

ReseaRch context

Using a multiple–case study design (Stake, 1995), I observed classes in 
three high schools located in the southwest Chicago suburbs during cover-
age of the 2008 presidential election. The schools were purposely chosen 
for analysis to ensure both demographic and ideological diversity. Despite 
being located in the same general geographic region, the schools catered 



574 WAYNE JOURNELL

to different communities and student populations. Each is described in 
greater detail.1

SeTTing

Roosevelt High School. Situated within a major urban area, Roosevelt 
had an enrollment of over 2,500 students at the time of the study with a stu-
dent population identified as 43% Latino, 29% African American, and 27% 
White. Over 30% of these students were eligible for free or reduced-price 
lunch, a statistic that is representative of the working-class community 
surrounding the school. Academically, Roosevelt faced many of the hard-
ships often found in urban schools (Fine, 1991). At the time of the study, 
the graduation rate for incoming freshmen was only 70%, and the state had 
identified the school for an improvement plan for repeatedly not achiev-
ing adequate yearly progress on end-of-course state exams in multiple 
academic areas.2 In addition, when the ACT results of Roosevelt students 
were compared with other students in Illinois, Roosevelt fell below both 
state and district averages in all academic areas.

Armstrong High School. Located in a small town nearly 20 miles outside 
the city where Roosevelt is located, Armstrong was the only high school 
serving a primarily middle-class rural population. At the time of the study, 
Armstrong had an enrollment of nearly 600 students, 95% of whom were 
White. The school had a 93% graduation rate, and although Armstrong did 
not meet adequate yearly progress benchmarks in 2007, the state had not 
placed any sanctions on the school due to its academic performance in 
previous years.3 In a comparison of ACT scores, students at Armstrong 
performed at or slightly better than state averages in all academic subjects.

St. Thomas High School. A private school affiliated with the Roman 
Catholic Church, St. Thomas was located in the same urban area as Roo-
sevelt. However, students must apply for admission to St. Thomas, and 
the annual tuition was nearly $8,000 per student at the time of the study. 
Classes start with a prayer, and each year, students are required to at-
tend mandatory religious retreats and participate in 30 hours of religious 
service. At the time of the study, St. Thomas had an enrollment of over 
900 students, only 5% of whom were students of color. The school boasts 
an excellent academic reputation, buoyed by a 100% graduation rate and 
alumni who attend prestigious universities.

PoliTiCal ideology and ClimaTe

Political ideology and climate are two interrelated terms within politi-
cal science that represent the political beliefs and actions of individuals 
and communities. Individuals’ political views are shaped by their political 



 Ideological Homogeneity, School Leadership, and Political Intolerance 575

ideologies—a certain set of ideals and beliefs about the way society should 
be governed. How those ideologies manifest themselves—voting patterns, 
tolerant or intolerant behavior, and public opinion—can be described as 
the political climate of a community. While political choice is not always 
reflective of ideology (e.g., someone who is antiabortion does not neces-
sarily vote Republican), the two-party system used in the United States 
often situates ideological positions as corresponding to one of the two 
major parties. Therefore, one can use the political climate of a community 
to assess its political ideology and vice versa. In this study, each of the 
three schools represents an individual community with its own distinct 
political ideology and climate.

All of the schools are located in a county that Obama won with 56% of the 
vote on Election Day. However, to better gauge the political climate at each 
school, I gave a survey (Appendix A) at the beginning of the study to large 
numbers of freshmen and seniors in each building. Table 1 shows the results 
pertaining to students’ political identification and candidate preference.

Although many students appeared unsure of their political affiliation, 
the results presented in the table offer a glimpse into the political climate 
at each school. Roosevelt leaned solidly Democratic, and the majority of 
its students supported Obama in the election. Armstrong appeared to lean 
slightly toward Obama and the Democratic Party, although not nearly to 
the extent of Roosevelt. St. Thomas, however, appeared divided politically, 
with freshmen supporting Obama and the Democrats and seniors support-
ing McCain and the Republicans.

table 1. students’ political identification and candidate preference by school  
(in percentages)

Roosevelt Armstrong St. Thomas

Survey Item
Freshmen 
(n = 403)

Seniors 
(n = 163)

Freshmen 
(n = 48)

Seniors 
(n = 71)

Freshmen 
(n = 135)

Seniors 
(n = 64)

Political 
identification

  Democrat 33 44 39 21 24 15
  Republican 7 6 16 21 21 34
  Neither 12 16 10 5 6 12
  Unsure 45 31 33 52 40 37
Candidate 

preference
  McCain 6 5 25 25 30 40
  Obama 72 67 52 39 43 28
  Another 2 < 1 2 1 0 1
  Undecided 10 14 12 16 22 28
  No vote 8 12 8 16 3 1

Note. These responses correspond with Questions 11 and 12 on the survey in Appendix A.
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reSearCh QueSTionS

The focus of this study was to determine how the political ideologies 
of schools appear to affect student instruction and levels of political 
tolerance. Specifically, I sought answers to the following questions: (1) 
What was the dominant political ideology of each school? (2) How did the 
dominant political ideology of each school manifest itself? (3) How did the 
political ideology of the school seem to affect student instruction in social 
studies classes? and (4) Did the political ideologies of predominately ideo-
logically homogeneous schools appear to affect instruction and levels of 
political tolerance more than ideologically heterogeneous schools?

daTa ColleCTion and analySiS

This study is part of a larger research project on teaching politics in sec-
ondary education framed around the 2008 presidential election (Journell, 
2009). Therefore, the primary participants in this study were the six U.S. 
government teachers and their students that I observed during the last few 
months of the 2008 presidential election. On average, I acted as a partici-
pant–observer (Merriam, 1998) in each class, three to four times per week, 
from the start of school in August through the elections in November. Table 
2 gives demographic information about the teachers and their classes.

table 2. teacher and student demographics

School: Teacher Race
Teaching 
Experience Voted For

Class 
Demographics

Roosevelt
 Ms. Wilkinson White First year Obama Regular-level 

classa

 Mr. Harrison African American < 5 years McCain Regular-level 
classb

 Ms. Jackson White < 10 years Obama Team-taught 
lower-level 
classc

Armstrong
 Mr. Ryan White < 10 years McCain Regular-level 

classd

St. Thomas
 Mr. Pierce White > 40 years Unknowne Lower-level 

classf

 Mr. Leander White > 30 years Obama Honors-level 
classg

a24 students: 7 White, 6 African American, 11 Latino.
b24 students: 3 White, 3 African American, 18 Latino.
c26 students: 7 White, 7 African American, 12 Latino.
d21 students: all White.
eMr. Pierce refused to share his candidate choice with me or his classes.
f7 students: all White.
g17 students: all White.
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Additional data were collected through interviews and artifact analysis. 
I engaged in two semistructured interviews (Merriam, 1998) with each 
teacher, once at the beginning of the study and again after the elections 
(see Appendix B). The initial teacher interview sought to better under-
stand each teacher’s instructional philosophy, feelings about civic educa-
tion, and perception of the political climates of his or her school. In the 
final interview, I asked teachers to reflect on their political instruction 
throughout the semester. I also interviewed students in each class who 
volunteered to participate.4 In these interviews, I asked students for their 
perceptions of their teachers’ instruction and the political climate of their 
schools (see Appendix C). All teacher and student interviews were audio-
taped and transcribed for accuracy.

In addition to the classroom data, I informally observed student, fac-
ulty, and administration interactions within common areas of the school. 
I regularly observed students in hallways during class changes, listened 
to school announcements, and informally chatted with other teachers 
between classes. These informal observations served to provide further 
context for my formal classroom observations.

When analyzing the data, I used a constant-comparative method, which 
allowed me to identify and categorize instances within the data that con-
tained similar characteristics (Glaser & Strauss, 1967). I was then able 
to look broadly at these categories and develop patterns from which I 
derived meaning about each case (Stake, 1995). Whenever possible, I at-
tempted to strengthen the validity of my interpretations by triangulating 
data sources and developing a “thick description” of each case (Geertz, 
1973; Maxwell, 1992). While the findings of this study are not generaliz-
able beyond these specific cases, the larger themes presented in the find-
ings are broad enough that others could make naturalistic generalizations 
from these cases that would apply to other contexts (Lincoln & Guba, 
1985; Stake, 1995).

Findings

All of the teachers in this study viewed preparing their students to un-
derstand the politics behind the presidential election as salient to their 
instructional objectives, and all incorporated discussions of politics and 
the election into their curriculum, to varying degrees (Journell, 2010). 
However, the political messages that students received in these six 
classes were influenced, either implicitly or explicitly, by existing politi-
cal and cultural structures present in their respective schools and com-
munities, creating the type of permeable boundary between the school 
and its population described by Foucault (1991). In what follows, I offer 
examples that highlight the influence of the political ideology present at 
each school.
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rooSevelT

Roosevelt comprised a strongly Democratic student body, an ideological 
preference that appeared representative of the surrounding community. 
When I asked Mr. Harrison how he would describe the political climate 
of the neighborhoods surrounding the Roosevelt campus, he retorted, 
“This community here? What do you think?” However, despite its strong 
Democratic constituency, the school addressed very few political endeav-
ors, and when it did, the efforts appeared bipartisan. For example, near 
the beginning of the school year, the district social studies chairperson 
asked all of his teachers to recruit student volunteers for a bipartisan voter 
registration drive that would count toward students’ 40 hours of required 
community service.5 Similarly, on Election Day, after reading the results 
of the school mock election, the principal, without advocating a particular 
candidate, encouraged all students who were registered to vote to cast 
their ballots before polls closed that night.

Yet, the local political climate did appear to affect the Roosevelt teach-
ers’ instruction, particularly with respect to the information they felt 
comfortable broaching in class and their ability to fairly and respectfully 
discuss both sides of the election in the face of overwhelming Democratic 
support. During our interviews, the teachers seemed aware of the liberal 
bias at Roosevelt, which often stemmed from their students’ background 
and socioeconomic status. As Ms. Jackson acknowledged, “You have to 
kind of understand things from [the students’] perspective. Most of them 
come from working class families, and they have different issues than 
upper or middle class [families].”

The largely homogeneous political composition of the student body 
made teaching about the election in a balanced way, a stated goal of all 
three Roosevelt teachers, exceedingly difficult. Only 2 weeks into the se-
mester, Ms. Wilkinson recognized the distinct tone that had been set in her 
classroom. Responding to my question of whether she believed that her 
students were interested in the election, she stated,

I think they are interested in learning about Barack. That is who they want to 
learn about. They like him, and I don’t think they are interested in McCain. I 
don’t think they want to hear about McCain. I think they already have their 
minds made up, and I am going to try my darndest, but I don’t think they are 
going to care. I don’t even think they want to hear the word politics. I think 
they just want to hear Barack.

Ms. Wilkinson was only partly correct, however. Not only did the 
majority of students at Roosevelt not care about McCain, but they also 
expressed strong animosity toward anything Republican. In a particularly 
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vivid example, I followed Charlie, one of Mr. Harrison’s most politically at-
tuned students, as he headed to his next class. As Charlie passed a group 
of friends, they called out to each other “Go Obama!” One of the students, 
clearly trying to antagonize Charlie, countered with a McCain chant. 
Charlie stopped, turned around, and yelled, “Man, fuck McCain!” before 
continuing on his way.

Similarly, acknowledging any positive attributes about Republicans or 
adhering to any Republican beliefs became grounds for embarrassment 
or ridicule at Roosevelt. For example, when Ms. Jackson was describing 
traditional Republican values as part of a discussion on the ideological dif-
ferences between the two major parties, one of her students initiated the 
following conversation:

Martin: I am not in favor of the death penalty, but there are exceptions. There 
was this guy, Tim McVeigh, that blew up a building with a lot of kids in it. I 
think he should die for that.

Ms. Jackson: So you are saying that you are against the death penalty, but that 
there are some crimes that are worth it?

Martin: Yeah, but I don’t want to be a Republican.

Ms. Jackson: It’s ok, you can believe in a Republican idea and not be a Re-
publican.

Many students also seemed to believe that unless someone was an 
outspoken Democrat, he or she was a closet Republican. On several oc-
casions, students would ask Ms. Wilkinson her political preference, and 
although she was an Obama supporter, she refused to tell her students 
of her choice until after the election. This explanation rarely satisfied her 
students and usually prompted responses of “You must be supporting Mc-
Cain then!” Several of Mr. Harrison’s students had the same reaction when 
I asked them who they thought he had voted for in the election. Of the stu-
dents who thought that Mr. Harrison had voted for McCain, their common 
justification was “because he won’t tell us.”

When the teachers tried to address the Republican candidates in class, 
the reaction from students was often abrupt and occasionally hostile. For 
example, Ms. Wilkinson often showed videos of the candidates’ speeches 
in her class, and her students’ reactions were markedly different depend-
ing on the candidate being shown. During the Obama videos, her students 
listened quietly, but at the mere mention of showing a McCain or Palin 
video, they would groan or shout “No!” If Ms. Wilkinson proceeded with 
the video, her students either did not pay attention or shouted derogatory 
comments toward the screen, such as “You are lying,” “Whatever,” and “He 
is ugly.” These types of reactions occurred throughout the semester; even 
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on Election Day when Ms. Wilkinson showed videos of all the candidates 
voting, her students cheered when Obama cast his ballot, but when Palin 
told a reporter that she hoped to wake up the following morning as vice 
president–elect, they jeered and made comments like “Ain’t gonna happen, 
sweetie” and “She is phony; you can tell.”

For their part, the Roosevelt teachers did little to discourage the overt 
partisan sentiment in their classes. While they often encouraged students 
to consider all points of view, they rarely disciplined students for inappro-
priate remarks made toward Republican candidates. When the teachers 
did attempt to play the devil’s advocate, the reactions from students were 
often indifferent or dismissive. For example, when Mr. Harrison asked 
his class for reactions from the second debate, Charlie said, “Did you 
see when that old dude McCain referred to Obama as ‘that one’? That is 
messed up.” Mr. Harrison countered with, “Man, you just referred to Mc-
Cain as ‘that old dude.’ If he would have said ‘that Black guy’ you would 
have been mad. What’s the difference?” Charlie simply replied, “Well, Mc-
Cain was on national TV.” A similar exchange occurred in Ms. Wilkinson’s 
class when several students were defending President Clinton’s actions 
that resulted in his 1998 impeachment hearings:

Ms. Wilkinson: If Bush lied, you would be all over him.

Xavier: Yeah, but he is old and ugly, and we don’t like him.

Howard: I want to impeach him just for being president!

For the few Republican students and teachers at Roosevelt, the partisan 
environment forced many of them to choose between either being ridi-
culed for their beliefs or hiding their opinions. An example of the former 
occurred in Ms. Jackson’s class when students were in the computer lab 
writing a paper on the candidate they supported in the election. Enrique, 
an Obama supporter, noticed that his friend had chosen McCain, leading 
to the following exchange:

Enrique: You are for McCain?

Fernando: Yeah.

Enrique: That is so gay. Why are you for McCain?

Fernando: He is more experienced and wants to keep the government away 
from gun rights.

Enrique: [shakes his head] Whatever.

Soon thereafter, Enrique unsuccessfully tried to unplug Fernando’s com-
puter to erase his paper, prompting a discipline referral from Ms. Jackson.

Other Republicans chose to hide their beliefs in light of veiled threats 
made against McCain supporters, such as when Xavier told one of his 
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friends who had joked about being Republican, “You better watch your 
back!” In that case, Xavier made his comment in jest, but apparently 
enough of these types of comments began to worry some Republican stu-
dents to the point that they refused to publicly admit who they supported 
in the election. When I interviewed Amy, one of Ms. Wilkinson’s students 
who supported McCain, we had the following conversation:

Journell: Did you enjoy discussing the election in class?

Amy: Yeah.

Journell: Did you feel comfortable bringing your opinion into the class?

Amy: No.

Journell: Why is that?

Amy: Because everyone is always like ooh, if you like McCain you are going to 
get jumped and all of that. Like I didn’t really believe they were going to jump 
me, but I was just like, you know.

Author: Do your friends here, the people in this class, know you were for 
McCain?

Amy: My other friend who is for McCain does.

Author: What about the rest of the class, do they know?

Amy: No.

Perhaps the most interesting case of local ideology influencing the class-
room environment at Roosevelt involved Mr. Harrison. Born and raised 
in the community surrounding Roosevelt, Mr. Harrison was always quick 
to remind his students that he “came from right here, 777 Fifth Avenue,” 
but as an African American who had voted for George W. Bush in 2004 
and supported McCain in the 2008 election, he was very much in the ideo-
logical minority. Mr. Harrison prided himself in being forthright with his 
students, and midway throughout the semester, he shocked his class by 
revealing his political leanings:

David: You are going to vote for McCain?

Mr. Harrison: I might. I have voted Republican before, and I voted for George 
Bush last time.

Several students: What? I don’t believe it!

Mr. Harrison: See, the way I evaluate candidates is I first go by this book that 
I live by, the Bible, and then I look and see what candidate is the best for me 
and my family and the country as a whole. For example, I got to the point in 
my life where it made more sense for me economically to vote Republican.

Gwen: Do you ever regret voting for Bush?

Mr. Harrison: No, I don’t regret it. I made the decision that was right for me 
at the time.
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Despite this candor, Mr. Harrison never admitted that he voted for Mc-
Cain. When I asked him why, he told me about an encounter he had with 
friends after Election Day. He said, “I went to the barbershop, they asked 
me, and I was like ‘ok do I be stupid and say who I actually voted for?’ But 
I did.” When I asked him how that conversation went, Mr. Harrison replied,

It didn’t go too good. It didn’t go too good. But they respect me enough to 
where maybe they might not speak to me as much anymore, but when I used 
to come in, it was “hey Mr. Harrison, blah blah blah blah,” but they were like 
“man are you serious?” And when I started talking to them about it, I just 
started explaining, they asked me about it, and I explained to them, and they 
were just like, you know, “whatever, dude; traitor.”

By the time I had left Roosevelt, Mr. Harrison had still not admitted to vot-
ing for McCain in his classes. I asked him whether he ever planned to tell his 
students; he said he would, once the political climate “cooled down” a bit.

armSTrong

The political climate at Armstrong was much different than that of Roo-
sevelt. Mr. Ryan described the small town surrounding Armstrong as “once 
conservative” but that it had taken a liberal shift in recent years due to the 
construction of a nearby power plant and subsequent increase of union 
work in the area. In his classes, Mr. Ryan believed that there were usually 
“twice as many liberals as conservatives” and added that the “teachers are 
mostly liberal too, but I would say there are more conservative teachers at 
this school than most schools.”

A strong conservative in a moderately liberal community may have been 
difficult for some teachers, but Mr. Ryan said that he never felt uncomfort-
able sharing his beliefs with his students or fellow faculty members. He 
furthered this point by comparing Armstrong to Roosevelt, which, coinci-
dentally, is where he started his career:

We will discuss [politics] in the teachers’ lounge and I do have some allies 
here. I didn’t really bring it up much at Roosevelt, especially since I was 
younger, too. I just sort of minded my own business there. But here, yeah, we 
will discuss it, and we have some teachers who are strongly liberal and you 
aren’t talking them out of it so I don’t really debate it with them, but I like to 
listen. But no, it doesn’t really bother me.

Although Mr. Ryan did not fall completely in step with the political climate 
of his school and community, it seems as though Armstrong maintained an 
ideologically respectful and welcoming environment, at least compared to 
Roosevelt, where he had felt intimidated to voice dissenting opinions.
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During my observations, I found little evidence to support any strong 
political bias at Armstrong. Once, during a discussion about the Supreme 
Court case of Tinker v. Des Moines, one of Mr. Ryan’s students compared 
the protest of the Vietnam War to the Armstrong administration’s stance 
against students taking an oath of silence against abortion the previous 
school year. His students did not think that the school should have stopped 
the protest, but Mr. Ryan explained the administration’s decision using the 
Tinker guidelines and reminded his students that “if you protest for pro-
life, you have to be willing to let pro-choice protests as well.”

A similar issue occurred during Mr. Ryan’s mock Congress project. One 
of his students, Barry, who had previously received a suspension from 
school for drugs, wanted to create legislation legalizing marijuana. Mr. 
Ryan fretted over whether to let Barry use that topic due to a previous 
incident, when another student chose to support marijuana legislation by 
advocating the perceived social benefits of the drug rather than arguing 
his case from a governmental perspective. In that instance, several parents 
complained to the administration, who in turn scolded Mr. Ryan. After 
much deliberation, Mr. Ryan finally agreed to let Barry sponsor a prolegal-
ization bill but warned him to take the project seriously.

Discussion of the election in Mr. Ryan’s class was, for the most part, 
vibrant and bipartisan, at least compared to the other two schools in the 
study. According to survey results, the majority of Mr. Ryan’s students 
favored Obama, yet Mr. Ryan’s open conservatism tended to balance 
the coverage, leading to typically collegial exchanges (Journell, 2011a). 
Students often expressed support for their candidate of choice, but the 
overwhelming feeling among the students in Mr. Ryan’s class appeared to 
be that either Obama or McCain would represent a positive change from 
the status quo, as the following conversation between two of Mr. Ryan’s 
students shows:

Curtis: You know what is the best about this election? Either way we will get 
a good guy. It’s not like last time when we had two crappy choices. That is 
what it is usually.

Patrick: Yeah, anyone would be better than Bush.

Curtis: Yeah, I hated why we elected him last time, that he started this war 
and he needs to finish it. That’s bullcrap.

This is not to say that students at Armstrong were not passionate about 
the outcome of the election. However, the election did not seem to elicit 
the same type of ideological response for Mr. Ryan’s students as it did for 
the students at Roosevelt and St. Thomas, perhaps due to the lack of a 
strong partisan presence in the school or community.
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ST. ThomaS

Similar to what occurred at Roosevelt, community ideology appeared 
to affect political instruction at St. Thomas, although the population in 
question dealt with the community within the school, not the geographical 
area surrounding the school. St. Thomas was located less than five miles 
from Roosevelt, but there seemed to be considerable pressure on the St. 
Thomas administration and faculty to teach from a socially conservative, 
Christian point of view. Teachers were expected to promote a Catholic 
perspective whenever possible, a task that most took seriously. Even Mr. 
Leander, who was openly liberal in class, described the Catholic influence 
in the following way:

I think everybody here probably teaches from the Catholic/Christian perspec-
tive. In the social studies classes it is a little different than others because you 
are also trying to be objective if possible. But yeah, [the Catholic perspective] 
is always in the back of the mind, and it is always at the center of [classroom 
instruction].

Religion often merged into the political discussions held in class. For 
example, during a discussion of current events, Mr. Pierce referenced an 
article about a proposed law protecting doctors who refused to carry out 
abortions. Instead of engaging his students in a conversation about the ar-
ticle, he told them, “We don’t need to discuss this one here at St. Thomas 
because we all know how we feel about abortion.” Later in the semester, 
Mr. Pierce alerted his students to an article detailing the candidates’ posi-
tions on stem cell research, and instead of discussing the issue politically, 
he simply asked his students for the Catholic position on the issue.

Even outside of government class, religion and politics regularly in-
tersected. The St. Thomas administration often bent its rules to cater to 
conservative political issues. Typically, the school dress code was strictly 
enforced; students had to wear a polo shirt tucked into their khaki pants 
and could not accessorize their outfit with anything other than St. Thomas 
apparel. However, on two occasions, I observed exceptions to the dress 
code in favor of clothing supporting a prolife position. On the first, stu-
dents were allowed to wear a shirt advertising the American Life League, 
which contained the slogan “Over 49,000 babies aborted to date.” The 
second coincided with a silent protest where students wore red duct tape 
inscribed with the word “LIFE” over their mouths throughout the day.

From a political standpoint, the religious focus at St. Thomas did not 
explicitly equate to a declaration that devout Catholics should vote Re-
publican, as evidenced by the open support of Obama by Mr. Leander and 
a considerable portion of the St. Thomas student body. In fact, during a 



 Ideological Homogeneity, School Leadership, and Political Intolerance 585

lecture on past presidential elections, Mr. Pierce even made a point to 
alert his class to the fact that President Kennedy, a Democrat, was the only 
Catholic ever to be elected to the presidency, a revelation that seemed to 
surprise several of his students. Yet, throughout my time at St. Thomas, I 
regularly observed enforcement of the school’s socially conservative mis-
sion take the form of open promotion of Republican politics at the expense 
of censoring pro-Democratic rhetoric.

The presidential election, in particular, appeared to cause the admin-
istration considerable consternation. Before class started one morning, 
a faculty member marched into Mr. Pierce’s classroom and complained 
that the administration refused to sponsor a mock election because it was 
afraid that Obama would win and it did not want to deal with angry parents 
complaining that the school was advocating abortion. One of the students I 
interviewed in Mr. Leander’s class, Tommy, corroborated the story:

I was part of the National Honor Society, and we were going to try and do a 
mock election where we would have a mock presidential debate where one 
person would be McCain and one person would be Obama and have a little 
debate, and then we would have a vote. Our school didn’t want us to because 
they were afraid if Obama won, what would it look like if a Catholic school 
voted for Obama, who was pro-choice.

Tommy continued by saying, “Also, I heard from the newspaper that 
they were going to write a story on Obama, and the administration said ‘no 
you can’t’ because Obama is for all of this stuff.” Ultimately, the adminis-
tration did allow a statistics class to hold a mock election, provided it did 
not release any information on which candidate won. In addition, several 
of the teachers, including Mr. Pierce, lobbied for local registrars to come 
to the school and register seniors prior to the election, but the administra-
tion refused.

Perhaps the most blatant evidence of an imposed political climate at St. 
Thomas occurred in students’ religion classes. One morning, several stu-
dents came to class noticeably agitated and told Mr. Pierce that they had 
something they wanted to discuss. The previous day their religion teacher 
had told them that voting for Obama was a sin because of his stances on 
abortion, gay rights, and other moral issues. Even the conservatives in Mr. 
Pierce’s class appeared outraged. Jack, a quiet student who rarely contrib-
uted to class conversations, described the religion teacher’s comments as 
“a little ridiculous.” For his part, Mr. Pierce did not agree with the religion 
teacher’s position but defended him by saying,

It is a tough call because the Church dogma is a certain way, but I would say 
as a religion teacher, they have to say it. It is a tough call because there are 
other issues out there. I can’t say one way or another. I have never told you 
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how I think politically, and I won’t. In a religion class they can, but I can’t as a 
government teacher. Sometimes I think it is part of their job to take a position 
and make you think. In here, we just try to make you think.

Despite these conservative gestures by the school administration and 
religion faculty, neither Mr. Pierce nor Mr. Leander believed the school 
advocated a certain political position. Mr. Pierce described politics at St. 
Thomas as “so invisible that I don’t even see it.” Mr. Leander admitted that 
both the student body and the administration tended to be “pretty conser-
vative, upper-middle class . . . not a lot of open-minded people, not a lot of 
cosmopolitan type of ideas,” but he did not feel that the school made an 
effort to advocate for either political party.

Their students, however, gave mixed responses when asked whether 
St. Thomas sent political messages to its students. Several flatly denied 
any sort of bias on the part of the school. Tyler stated, “I don’t realistically 
think they are biased or endorse anyone in particular, not that I have seen 
at least.” One of his classmates, Marc, acknowledged that the Catholic 
nature of the school lent itself to a prolife ideology but that “it is not com-
ing directly from our administrators; it’s not saying this is what you should 
believe.”

Others had a decidedly different opinion. One of Mr. Leander’s students, 
Mandy, stated that the school supported McCain, and she referenced the 
opinion of her religion teacher. Another of Mr. Leander’s students, Nancy, 
simply laughed and said, “Republican, Republican, Republican.” She con-
tinued by saying that she disagreed with the school’s message and believed 
that her Catholic views actually aligned with Obama because of his ability 
to “turn the other cheek” with the nation’s enemies. Finally, perhaps the 
most outspoken conservative student I interviewed, Tommy, begrudgingly 
said, “Unfortunately, [St. Thomas] does” and continued by saying that 
he believed that the school should have allowed the mock election and 
Obama newspaper article.

discussion

Before moving into a discussion of these findings, it is important to note 
a couple limitations of this study. First, these findings represent only a 
3-month snapshot of the political climate at each school, albeit during a 
politically charged period, given the historic nature of the 2008 election. 
Therefore, I hesitate to suggest that the findings are representative of the 
political climate at these schools on a regular basis. Furthermore, I did not 
have access to the principals at each school, so I cannot say with any cer-
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tainty how they may have viewed or defined the political climate at their 
respective schools. Certainly, having the principals explain their leader-
ship styles and their administrative decisions during the election would 
have provided insight into the role of school leadership on the formation 
of each school’s political climate.

Even without direct input from the principals, however, these findings 
still paint a vivid picture of the political climate at each school during the 
2008 presidential election. These findings support previous research that 
has shown that ideological homogeneity has the potential to foster politi-
cal intolerance within schools, which can adversely affect school climate 
and create safety concerns for students. At Roosevelt, the dominant ide-
ology could be felt in the anti-Republican sentiments expressed in class 
and the general feeling of social alienation that occurred when a member 
strayed from the norm, as shown in the ridicule that Mr. Harrison faced for 
his beliefs and the fear expressed by Amy, a McCain supporter. For most 
of the students and teachers at Roosevelt, a vote for McCain meant turning 
one’s back on the local community since Democrats were believed to pro-
vide the necessary assistance for a large percentage of the population that 
lived in the surrounding neighborhoods. At St. Thomas, only a few miles 
away from Roosevelt, the school used its influence to block the strongly 
Democratic sentiment in the local community in favor of the conservative 
ideology advocated by many of the families paying tuition. Here, a vote for 
Obama meant going against the views of the Catholic Church since Repub-
licans were seen as the party that values life and protects Christian ideals.

What occurred at these two schools stands in stark contrast to the 
political discourse present at Armstrong. The community surrounding 
the school comprised middle-class individuals, some of whom worked in 
white-collar positions and were politically influenced by their Midwestern 
values and others of whom made a living in union-led, blue-collar jobs. 
In other words, there did not appear to be a dominant political ideology 
present at Armstrong, nor was there a single issue that appeared to bind 
or divide the population. As a result, Mr. Ryan and his students were able 
to discuss political issues openly and without fear of ridicule. Of course, 
this study represented only a 3-month snapshot of political life at these 
schools. In the 3 years since the election, the economy has worsened, per-
haps to the point that some of those blue-collar jobs near Armstrong have 
been lost. It is possible that as environmental factors have changed within 
the Armstrong community, the political ideology of the community and 
school has shifted as well.

However, the point of this article is not to praise Armstrong for ideologi-
cal diversity or vilify Roosevelt and St. Thomas for their lack of political 
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tolerance. Rather, what educators should take from these cases is the 
transparent nature of ideological intolerance and the ease by which it can 
occur. For Foucault (1990, 1991), what makes an action truly powerful is 
its ability to go largely undetected among those who are being governed. 
As an outsider who compared and contrasted the political messages given 
in different schools over a 3-month period, I was able to see the various 
ways in which the diverse environments parlayed certain messages to stu-
dents. However, without a similar perspective, the teachers and students 
rarely questioned their own educational environments. Perhaps the most 
telling statement of transparency came from Mr. Pierce, who believed that 
the political messages present at St. Thomas were virtually “invisible.” 
Yet, he was aware of the administration’s decision to censor pro-Obama 
student initiatives and the religion teachers’ anti-Obama statements. For 
Mr. Pierce, like many of the other participants in the study, the way that 
his school operated was the only way that he knew; therefore, it became 
accepted practice.

Even those on the losing end of the political power structure seemed 
unwilling to question their political surroundings. Amy, the McCain sup-
porter at Roosevelt, seemed resigned to the fact that voicing support for 
McCain could lead to verbal and even physical abuse. As an outsider, I 
had a difficult time understanding how she could have thought such ac-
tions would have been justified, particularly as her teacher repeatedly 
touted the virtues of democracy and political freedom in class. Yet, Mr. 
Harrison, an adult who was recognized as a community leader, faced a 
similar situation and responded in kind by refusing to share his political 
beliefs with his students, a decision that went against his pedagogical 
views. The same sentiment can be applied to those students upset at 
the St. Thomas administration’s use of authority to promote Republican 
views at the school. They voiced little opposition and seemed willing to 
accept the notion that the administration had a right to protect the Catho-
lic mission of the school even at the cost of students’ right to free speech 
and political self-determination.

Mr. Ryan’s comparison of Armstrong and Roosevelt is particularly tell-
ing. When he started his career at Roosevelt, he was censored similarly to 
the way that many McCain supporters at Roosevelt were during the 2008 
election. Yet, he did not complain; he simply made amends with the fact 
that he was in the political minority and that it was common practice at 
Roosevelt for conservatives not to have a political voice. Only after moving 
to Armstrong did he recognize the governmentality that existed at Roos-
evelt. Of course, at that point it was too late.
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At both Roosevelt and St. Thomas, it certainly appeared that those in 
the ideological minority felt as though they had no political voice, and if 
they did choose to raise their views, they believed that there would be 
repercussions from other students, faculty, or members of the community. 
This is a salient finding for school leaders because research on school and 
classroom belonging has found that students and faculty must feel con-
nected to the larger school community for them to perceive their school 
and work environments positively (Cemalcilar, 2010; Faircloth & Hamm, 
2011; Hamm & Faircloth, 2005; Zullig et al., 2011). Unfortunately, I have 
no way of knowing if the school administrators were aware of this unin-
tended marginalization that was occurring in their schools. Given recent 
research on student responses to bullying and other forms of intimida-
tion, it is unlikely that any of these students would have confronted their 
teachers, classmates, or the school administration about any feelings of 
marginalization that may have occurred while at school (Heng, Leschied, & 
Killip, 2009). Therefore, given the transparent nature of a school’s political 
climate, unless students or faculty raised objections to policies or reported 
harassment, it may have been difficult for school leaders to recognize that 
a problem existed.

Given the ease by which political climates are shaped within edu-
cational institutions, how, then, should educators evaluate ideological 
homogeneity within secondary education? One could make the case, as 
Campbell (2005) does, that ideological homogeneity can be a positive at-
tribute because it promotes civic action. Take, for example, the strongly 
liberal approach advocated at Roosevelt. Research has shown that one 
advantage to groups having a homogeneous political ideology is that it 
promotes political activism within the group (Mutz, 2006; Walsh, 2004). 
By encouraging (or at least doing little to discourage) Democratic sup-
port, the school is doing its part in helping secure a future generation of 
citizens who will continue to support the politics that are perceived to 
be most beneficial to the Roosevelt population. Many members of the 
Roosevelt community lack the educational background—and, thus, the 
financial resources and political connections—that research has shown 
is needed to improve one’s chances of protecting his or her interests 
(Nie, Junn, & Stehlik-Barry, 1996). Therefore, their only source of po-
litical strength is a solid voting bloc that collectively can put pressure 
on elected officials to spend money on the community. If students are 
educated on the merits of alternative viewpoints and thrust into policy 
debates, Roosevelt runs the risk of creating ambivalence or disinter-
est in the political process, which could lessen the likelihood that the 
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population could exert the necessary political influence to enact positive 
change in the community (Hibbing & Theiss-Morse, 2003; Mutz, 2006).

Foucault, however, would argue that the dark side to consensus is 
domination (Dumm, 1988). As Best and Kellner (1991) state, “consensus is 
often forced and forged by the will of the stronger imposing their will on 
the weaker” (p. 241). It seems doubtful that Amy—the McCain supporter 
in Ms. Wilkinson’s class who remained politically anonymous out of fear of 
physical and verbal abuse for her convictions—found comfort in knowing 
that the will of the majority was best served by her silence. Instead, Amy 
was forced to seek refuge with others of like-minded opinion, a common 
practice among political deviants who are afraid of voicing their political 
views in light of majority ridicule (Finifter, 1974; Huckfeldt & Sprague, 
1988; Noelle-Neumann, 1993).

From a pedagogical standpoint, if Amy felt intimidated enough to mask 
her political leanings from her classmates, then the chances of her ex-
pressing any sort of opinion in class were slim, especially after hearing her 
classmates hurl insults at the videos of McCain and Palin. These types of 
hostile environments result in classrooms that do not allow all students 
to participate equally and that make individual students feel uncomfort-
able. A similar argument can be made on behalf of teachers who work 
in ideologically homogeneous environments. As Mr. Harrison’s experi-
ence shows, teachers who fall outside the ideological majority may feel 
uncomfortable broaching political topics in class, or they may have to 
alter their instructional strategies in a way that goes against their teaching 
philosophies. In another example, Ms. Wilkinson’s attempts at creating a 
bipartisan environment in her classroom were met with enough resistance 
from her largely liberal class that she soon began showing videos pertain-
ing only to Obama in class.

Returning to Astor and colleagues’ (2009) work, school leadership 
is central to reducing this type of overt intolerance in schools. As they 
report, low-violence schools have principals who are visible, both in 
classrooms and in common areas of the school. In my 3 months at each 
school, I never observed an administrator visit one of the six classes in this 
study. Certainly, principals cannot be expected to observe every class in 
a school during the course of a semester, but perhaps if they were more 
visible, then there would have been less partisan outbursts like the ones I 
observed at Roosevelt. Similarly, research has shown that effective prin-
cipals are central to a school’s organizational structure and continually 
communicate, both formally and informally, with teachers and students 
(Astor et al., 2009; Cemalcilar, 2010; Moolenaar et al., 2010). Perhaps if 
administrators had probed harder in the hallways or at faculty meetings, 



 Ideological Homogeneity, School Leadership, and Political Intolerance 591

they may have uncovered the small pockets of intimidation that were going 
largely unnoticed.

The other missing leadership piece at each school, based on the litera-
ture on school climate, was the lack of a coherent message of tolerance 
articulated by the school leadership. As Astor and colleagues (2009) note, 
the low-violence schools they observed had reminders of the school’s 
mission throughout, ranging from posters in the hallway to frequent re-
minders from teachers and principals. Given the often-heated rhetoric of a 
presidential campaign, perhaps these schools would have benefited from 
proactively addressing the topic of political intolerance through repeated 
schoolwide announcements or even an assembly. Had school leaders set 
the tone that overt political intolerance was not acceptable, then perhaps 
it would have been easier for teachers to recognize and address intolerant 
comments in their classrooms.

Finally, it seems as though the principals, especially those at St. Thomas, 
would have been well advised to make their administrative decisions more 
transparent. Many students and teachers at St. Thomas appeared to view 
the apparent censorship of pro-Obama, pro-choice rhetoric as unfairly 
pushing a partisan agenda at the expense of their right to freely articulate 
their own political views. These administrative decisions may have been 
made with the best of intentions, but without sufficient explanations, 
students and teachers were left to speculate on the true motives of the 
administration.

implications FoR school leadeRs

Perhaps the most salient implication of these findings for school leaders is 
the transparent nature of a school’s political climate. As these cases show, 
educators often have to step back and look objectively at their schools to 
truly see the adverse affects of ideological homogeneity. What may seem 
like student activism and political engagement may be masking political 
intolerance and the alienation of students who fall outside the ideological 
norm. Moreover, this intolerance could be creating emotional, psychologi-
cal, and physical safety concerns for students.

What, then, should be the response of school leaders to minimize these 
potentially damaging effects? First, school administrators should assess 
the extent to which ideological intolerance exists at their schools. As 
previously stated, political intolerance is difficult to recognize for actors 
within a political environment. Therefore, administrators need to take 
measures to objectively analyze their school climate, either through sur-
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veys of students and teachers as modeled by Preble and Taylor (2009) or 
by having “outsiders” spend time in the school and observe interactions 
among students and teachers both in classrooms and in common areas 
of the school. Having someone who lives and works outside the school 
district evaluate levels of political intolerance can allow administrators 
to recognize possible areas of ideological marginalization that individuals 
ingrained within the ideological majority may not have been able to see 
for themselves.

If administrators find their schools to be politically intolerant, they should 
avoid the knee-jerk reaction to censor all political expression at the school. 
Total censorship is not only unrealistic; it is undesirable. As educators, we 
should want our students to develop political identities, and schools should 
be places in which students can refine the skills of political deliberation and 
tolerance. Students can develop into competent citizens only if they can reg-
ularly practice the skills and dispositions necessary for successful citizen-
ship within our democratic society (Olson, 2008; Sapiro, 2004). In this sense, 
discussion is touted as a curricular goal within itself rather than simply an 
instructional strategy (Parker & Hess, 2001). Moreover, research has shown 
that political tolerance only increases with communication and exposure to 
divergent beliefs (Mutz, 2006). If students and teachers are restricted from 
expressing their political opinions at all, then no strides are being made to-
ward achieving ideological tolerance within the school community.

Instead, administrators should take steps to increase ideological diver-
sity within their schools. To achieve this goal, school leaders must con-
sider ideological diversity and political tolerance educational outcomes 
that are equal in importance to content acquisition and passing test scores 
(Journell, 2011b). Administrators should encourage teachers to engage 
their students in political discussions on a regular basis to practice partici-
pating in civil discourse. In addition, teachers need to know that they will 
be supported by school leadership when they broach these types of issues 
in their classrooms, even when the topics are controversial or go against 
the ideology of the local community (Hess, 2002).

Administrators need to take a central role in communicating with teach-
ers and students about their expectations on what constitutes appropriate 
political dialogue at school. Moreover, these decisions need to be trans-
parent and frequently reinforced. Once administrators explicitly define 
the boundaries of political discussion and teachers know that they will be 
supported by their administration, then they will be more likely to engage 
their students in respectful political dialogue, which will ultimately expose 
students to divergent opinions and hopefully foster political tolerance both 
in classrooms and throughout the school (Mutz, 2006).
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However, once teachers feel comfortable engaging students in political 
discussions, administrators need to provide proper training on how to 
effectively discuss controversial issues in class. Too many teachers have 
been trained to avoid these types of discussions completely, and many of 
those who do discuss political issues in their classrooms may be doing 
more harm than good (Hess, 2004). Especially in ideologically homoge-
neous environments, teachers need to be trained in how to create ideo-
logical diversity, which, admittedly, can be difficult. However, with proper 
training, teachers can make discussions of controversial issues in which 
ideological diversity is the norm and a regular part of their instruction.6

Finally, administrators need to be cognizant of political discrimination 
in all aspects of school life, not just in the classroom. Comments made 
in hallways or the cafeteria can be just as damaging to students as being 
ostracized in class. Similarly, when enforcing school rules, such as dress 
codes, administrators need to ensure that they are being equitable to all 
ideologies. As with most aspects of school culture, students who fall out-
side the mainstream likely need the most protection.

It is important to note that administrators must set a tone for political 
tolerance for the entire school rather than focus on the handful of visible 
cases of political intimidation that become present. As Amy’s case shows, 
those who are being marginalized will most likely respond by becoming 
silent rather than voicing objections. If issues of intolerance are addressed 
on only a case-to-case basis, then it is likely that the majority of cases 
will go unreported and unresolved. Therefore, the only effective response 
to political intolerance, just like any other form of school violence, is 
through a macroapproach in which a consistent message is articulated and 
frequently repeated throughout the school community (Astor et al., 2009; 
Cemalcilar, 2010).

Ultimately, assessing and shaping the political climate at one’s school 
can be a daunting task. However, in this age of ubiquitous news coverage 
and a seemingly polarized political environment, developing political toler-
ance is imperative to maintaining safe and diverse schools. If administra-
tors and teachers work together, tolerance can become the norm in even 
the most ideologically homogeneous of environments.

appendix a: politics suRvey

Please circle the number that best corresponds to your feelings regarding 
each individual statement. For the first 10 questions, 1 is “Strongly Dis-
agree” and 5 is “Strongly Agree.”
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Strongly 
Disagree

Strongly 
Agree

 1) I consider politics important. 1 2 3 4 5
 2)  I pay attention to politics and current 

political events.
1 2 3 4 5

 3)  I consider myself knowledgeable about 
politics.

1 2 3 4 5

 4) I enjoy discussing politics with others. 1 2 3 4 5
 5)  I often talk about politics with my family 

and friends.
1 2 3 4 5

 6)  I enjoy discussing current political 
events in school.

1 2 3 4 5

 7)  I think following politics is important to 
being a good citizen.

1 2 3 4 5

 8)  I have paid attention to coverage of the 
2008 Presidential Election.

1 2 3 4 5

 9)  I plan on following the 2008 Presidential 
Election this fall.

1 2 3 4 5

10)  I feel strongly about who should win the 
2008 Presidential Election.

1 2 3 4 5

11) I would consider myself (circle one): 
 a) Democrat
 b) Republican
 c) Neither Democrat nor Republican
 d) Unsure of my political affiliation

12)  If I could vote in the 2008 Presidential 
Election, I would vote for (circle one):

 a) John McCain
 b) Barack Obama
 c) Another candidate
 d) I am undecided
 e) I would not vote

appendix B: teacheR inteRview pRotocol

How long have you been teaching?
How long have you been teaching at _____?
How long have you taught government?
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What is your educational background?
What activities are you involved in at school?
What is your teaching philosophy?
What is the greatest benefit of teaching at ______?
What is the biggest challenge of teaching at ______?
How would you define citizenship?
How would you define civic education?
How do you think civic education fits into your teaching of government?
What is your approach to teaching current events and politics in your 

classroom?
How comfortable are you in teaching current events and politics?
How would you describe your own political affiliation and beliefs?
Who do you plan on voting for in the election?
How do your own political views influence the way you present current 

events or politics in your classroom?
Do you let your students know your political views?
How would you describe the political climate of this school?
How would you describe the political climate of the surrounding com-

munity?
How do the political beliefs of the surrounding community affect your 

instructional practices?
What concerns do you have about teaching politics, if any?
Do you think that your students are interested in learning about politics? 

Why?
What is your procedure for bringing current events into your classroom 

instruction?
How do you balance bringing in current events with the formal curricu-

lum?
How do you determine which current events to teach?
Have you ever taught a presidential election before?
If so, what type of instructional strategies did you use?
Do you plan on using the same type of instructional strategies this time? 

Why or why not?
Do you plan on teaching the 2008 presidential election?
What type of emphasis do you plan on giving the election?
How do you plan on balancing the election and the mandated content you 

have to cover?
How do you encourage your students to develop their own political voice?
Do you believe that students should discuss political issues in class?
What advantages/disadvantages do you find in teaching a largely homoge-

neous/heterogeneous group of students?
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appendix c: student inteRview pRotocol

Who would you vote for in the 2008 Presidential Election? Why?
When did you come to this decision?
How did you come about this decision?
What political party do your parents affiliate with?
How much have you paid attention to the election outside of class?
How would you describe the role that this class has helped you shape your 

opinion on the 2008 Presidential Election?
What are the political issues that are most important to you? Why?
Do you enjoy your government class?
What is your favorite part of government class?
Have you enjoyed discussing the election in class? What has been your 

favorite aspect of discussing the election?
How would you characterize the time that Mr./Ms._____ has devoted to 

discussing the election in class?
What political party would you consider yourself to be a part of?
How would you describe the role that this class has played in helping you 

shape your political views and beliefs?
How would you describe your feelings on how Mr./Ms._____ taught and 

discussed the election in this class?
If you had to give any advice to Mr./Ms._____ on how to teach a Presiden-

tial Election in the future, what would it be?
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notes

1. Pseudonyms have been used for all schools and participants to help protect 
their identities.
2. The areas in which Roosevelt was not deemed proficient were Latino perfor-
mance in math, African American scores in both reading and math, the perfor-
mance of students with disabilities in both reading and math, and the scores of 
students identified as low socioeconomic in both reading and math.
3. In 2007, Armstrong had not met adequate yearly progress because students identi-
fied as economically disadvantaged did not achieve passing scores in reading or math.
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4. A list of students who volunteered to take part in the study, along with their 
demographic information, political preferences, and government grades, can be 
found in Journell (2009).
5. All students at Roosevelt had to complete 40 hours of community service before 
they were allowed to graduate. Since the geographic area surrounding Roosevelt 
was predominantly Democratic, any sort of voter registration drive could be con-
strued as a partisan effort. However, I am considering it a bipartisan effort since I 
never observed any overt or implied indication that students were to recruit voters 
for any particular candidate.
6. For a detailed discussion on teaching controversial issues in secondary educa-
tion, refer to Hess (2009).
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