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INTRODUCTION. How does one learn to live with others? What does it mean to be a citizen in 
a liberal democracy? How do we ensure the future of fragile democratic institutions? Civics edu-
cation, the formative activity of training young generations to take part in society by way of en-
couraging active and informed participation in their democratic society, is an area of study long 
tied to the quest of answering these questions. METHOD AND RESULTS. Through a systematic 
review, the current article describes the conceptual evolution of civics education in Spain and the 
United States in the years 2000-2020. Eighty-four articles were included in the revision and were 
analyzed and coded qualitatively. Momentous events in both countries are juxtaposed with the 
academic publications in an effort to track shifts, inflection points, and changes of foci within 
the fields of study. DISCUSSION. The current article outlines the historical events in each coun-
try, such as the anti-austerity movement in Spain and the events of September 11th, as potential 
milestones within the conceptual evolution of the literature on civics education. This article re-
presents the first phase of a larger research project contextualizing relevant historical events 
within the body of research in the fields of education, political science, and sociology as it relates 
to the study of civics education. 
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Introduction

In the aftermath of two world wars, the spread 
of liberal democracies, the establishment of the 
United Nations, the fall of the Berlin Wall, mas-
sive globalization, and worldwide information 
interconnectedness, the 20th century provided a 
variety of backdrops upon which social and 
civic debates have emerged. Driving questions 
spurred by historical events with which social 
scientists have wrestled include, but are not 
limited to: How does one learn to live with oth-
ers? What does it mean to be a citizen in a lib-
eral democracy? How do we ensure the future 
of fragile democratic institutions? 

The connections between education and de-
mocracy are implicit in most historical and phil-
osophical accounts of democracy (Sant, 2019). 
While building liberal democracies, education 
has been considered foundational in the forma-
tion of an ideal society, one in which self-deter-
mination and proportional representation reign, 
and in which an informed citizenry constructs 
their own future. These ideals were instrumental 
in the standardization and creation of national 
education systems (Biesta, 2007). 

John Dewey’s 1916 work Democracy and Educa-
tion is considered a pilar within the corpus of lit-
erature surrounding the role of education in 
democratic societies. Dewey, a pragmatic phi-
losopher and progressive in the way of pedagog-
ic principles, defines the social and civil role of 
education in both its informal and formal repre-
sentations. The formal institution of educational 
systems, which bears the responsibility of trans-
 mitting the values and identity of any given cul-
ture, has the main goal of preparing young citizens 
for participation in adult society (Dewey, 1916).

This goal has historically driven the explicit 
teaching of the ethics, values, democratic atti-
tudes, critical thinking, and social skills necessary 
to live harmoniously with others. In 1945, the 
United Nations Educational, Scientific, and Cultu-
 ral Organization, UNESCO, was established after 

the second world war, after a recognition of the 
need for global education in human rights (La -
bra  dor-Herraiz, 2003). The frameworks laid out 
by the United Nations and UNESCO, both at its 
inception and in recent years with the launching 
of the Sustainable Development Goals and the 
Agen  da 2030, rely heavily on education as the 
motor of values transmission. Across borders and 
throug  hout decades, the teaching of the ideals of 
democratic cooperation and participation has ma -
nifested itself under various epistemological um-
brellas: civics education, democratic citizenship 
education, democratic education, education in va-
 lues and ethics, peace education, etc. While each 
line of study comes with a broad archive of litera-
ture, generally speaking, educating for citizenship 
can be defined as the preparation of young genera-
tions to be informed, active, and engaged citizens 
in their democratic society (Naval, 2003). Through 
the conceptual and theoretical debates of the 20th 
and 21st centuries, a field of study has emerged in 
which the formation of citizens for participation in 
society has been studied through the lens of school 
programs, research projects, education legislation, 
and the teaching and learning materials used in 
schools. 

The dawning of the 21st century has brought 
with it massive globalization expansion, wars 
on terrorism, the creation and strengthening of 
regional geo-political blocs like the European 
Union, global financial crises, the spread of na-
tionalist and populist movements in western so-
cieties, and most recently, a deadly global pan-
demic. Upon this backdrop, the question must 
be asked: what does active citizenship look like, 
and how do we prepare younger generations for 
their future democratic participation in this ever-
changing modern world? The current article 
forms the first part of a much larger research 
project in which a profound conceptual under-
standing of civics education in the studied coun-
tries is outlined. The scope of the current project 
is, therefore, limited in nature as it is the founda-
tional step within a series of research projects. 
Here, the network of topics and concepts pub-
lished about civics education will be identified 
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and subsequently tracked through the first two 
decades of the 21st century. 

The two countries chosen for study are Spain 
and the United States. These two nations have a 
long history of educational interconnectedness, 
as Spain is the third most popular country in 
the world for U.S. student exchanges and the 
U.S. - Spain Fulbright Commission, the bilat-
eral organization that facilitates the mobility of 
graduate students, and postdoctoral investiga-
tors, is one of the most robust exchanges in the 
world (U.S. Department of State, 2021). NATO 
allies and partners in security and defense, per 
the Mutual Defense Assistance Agreement and 
the Agreement on Defense Cooperation, under 
which Spain has authorized the use of select 
portions of its territories for United States mili-
tary use, these two countries have deep military 
and diplomatic relations (Spain and United 
States: Renewal of Defense Agreement, 1963). 
The two democratic nations have also collabo-
rated on scientific and technological projects 
such as the data collection and tracking for Deep 
Space Network of the U.S. National Aeronautics 
and Space Administration and the Spanish Na-
tional Institute for Aerospace Technology which 
takes place in the Madrid Deep Space Communi-
cations Complex (NASA, n. d.). These time-ho -
nored relationships are the groundwork upon 
which the inclusion of Spain and the United 
States as countries of study are built.

The main objective of this article is to describe 
how the concept of civic education has evolved 
in the United States and Spain during the years 
of 2000-2020 in the fields of education, politi-
cal science and sociology through a systematic 
review of scientific publications in the three 
fields of study. 

Relevant historical moments

As a way of strategically mapping the conceptual 
evolution of civics education across the three 
areas of study as well as across time, historical 

markers will be used as guideposts. First, as a 
way of hypothesis, relevant political, social, and 
educational moments in each country have been 
identified as potential triggers of a shift, turn, or 
inflection point in the study of civics education. 
A chronological timeline of these events can be 
found in Appendix A. 

Hypothesis

In Spain, ongoing tension with the Basque 
group ETA throughout the late 20th century cul-
minated in a series of violent bombings from 
the mid 1980’s to the early 2000’s (Zabalo and 
Saratxo, 2015). During the first years of the 21st 
century, Spain was facing continuous domestic 
terrorism threats from ETA which coincided 
with efforts to work toward a permanent cease-
fire. These years of heightened violence culmi-
nated in 2004, when a bombing on a train out-
side of Madrid killed 191 passengers. Initially, 
ETA was blamed by both the outgoing govern-
ment and the mass media, allegedly justified in 
their accusations by the increase of ETA-spon-
sored attacks in recent years. Only later would 
it be uncovered that the bombings were carried 
out by a small group of Moroccan nationals af-
filiated with Islamic extremist groups. This 
bombing in Madrid, as an example of national 
horror directed at first to domestic groups and 
subsequently to international terrorist groups, 
could mark a significant moment in the dis-
course around civics since it brought debates 
around national identity and domestic conflict 
to the forefront of the country’s attention. In 
that same vein, the 2006 Madrid airport bomb-
ing, this time claimed responsibility by ETA, 
was the last major attack by the Basque group 
before seeking more permanent ceasefires with 
the Spanish government (Zabalo and Saratxo, 
2015), and could also be considered a potential 
inflection point in the discourse of civic life and 
education. 

Other potential time markers in the Spanish 
context would be the introduction of the various 



Sara Kells 

66 • Bordón 74 (1), 2022, 63-104, ISSN: 0210-5934, e-ISSN: 2340-6577

national education laws: the LOCE in 2002, the 
LOE in 2006, the LOMCE in 2013, and the 
LOMLOE in 2020. These four pieces of legisla-
tion were each controversial in their own right 
and touched on the subject of nationwide civics 
education in one way or another and are thus 
potential sources of upticks in academic publi-
cations. Additionally, the anti-austerity move-
ment of 2011, often referred to as 15-M, sparked 
protests, occupations, and demonstrations and 
marked a clear inflection point in Spanish soci-
ety, politics, and culture (Vanden et al., 2017). 
Two political parties were birthed in the two 
years following this movement and still hold 
nationwide power today, Podemos, represent-
ing the ideological far-left, and Vox, representing 
the ideological far-right. The 15-M movement 
is a potential time marker in which movement 
in civics education scholarship may be seen, 
due to the eruption of social discourse sur-
rounding capitalism, corruption, basic guaran-
teed rights, and welfare cuts.

In the United States, several time markers can 
also be identified as potential triggers for shifts 
in civics education scholarship. The events of 
September 11th, 2001 and the faced subsequent-
ly named War on Terrorism sparked a cultural 
reckoning as it related to the definitions of na-
tional identity, patriotism, and civic engage-
ment (Isakhan and Stockwell, 2012). The fol-
lowing year, 2002, then President George W. 
Bush launched a new civic education program 
in hopes of “improving students’ knowledge of 
American history, increasing their civic engage-
ment, and deepening their love for our great 
country” (Bush, 2002). Shortly thereafter La-
mar Alexander, the former Secretary of Edu -
cation and current Senator, introduced a bill 
entitled the American History and Civics Edu-
cation Act aimed at “teaching the key people, 
key events, key ideas, and key documents that 
shape [our] democratic heritage” (National Co-
alition for History, 2003).

As in the Spanish context, other potential ti -
me markers in the United States could be the 

introduction of the various national education 
laws: No Child Left Behind Act in 2002, The 
Common Core State Standards Initiative in 2009, 
and the Every Student Succeeds Act in 2015. 
Additionally, unique to the United States due to 
the ubiquitous nature of firearms, is the occur-
rence of mass shootings and their impact on so-
cial and civil life. Saddeningly, many of these 
shootings take place in schools where children 
and teachers are victims. High-profile mass 
shootings in the first decades of the 21st century 
include: Virginia Tech in 2007, Fort Hood in 
2009, Sandy Hook Elementary School in 2012, Au-
 rora, Colorado in 2012, Las Vegas in 2017, Texas 
church in 2017, and Stoneman Douglas High 
School in 2018. These momentous historical 
events tend to beg the question of cultural and 
social inclusion and exclusion and could have 
implications on the field of study. 

In order to test these hypotheses, the present 
study will evaluate the fields of study three to 
four years after the event taking place and iden-
tify any shifts or changes in the body of research. 
This time frame was defined by identifying the 
following phases of reflection and production af-
ter a historical event takes place: 1) period of 
reflection and defining of a research question, 
2) executing a research project, and 3) publish-
ing a scientific article. On average, this process 
may take an estimated three to four years from 
beginning to end. Therefore, when looking for 
the impact of a certain historical event on a body 
of research, shifts could be expected to be seen 
three to four years after a given event. 

Method

Introduction to the methodology

To achieve the above-mentioned objectives, a 
systematic review of the relevant literature in 
the fields of education, political science, and 
sociology has been executed, as the aim of such 
reviews is to identify, appraise, and synthesize 
all the available literature on a chosen topic. 
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Systematic reviews have been utilized in the so-
cial sciences as a tool by which large bodies of in-
formation can be condensed while simultaneous-
ly identifying areas which require further study or 
in which uncertainty has arisen (Petticrew and 
Roberts, 2006). In the field of education, system-
atic reviews have gained popularity and have been 
utilized to inform policy making, practice, and 
future research (Polanin et al., 2017).

The current study has established a rigorous 
protocol by which the review has taken place. 
Based on the procedural definitions laid out by 
Lipsey and Wilson (1993), Petticrew and Rob-
erts (2006), Becker and Oxman (2008), and 
Newman and Gough (2020), the search and se-
lection procedure adhered to in the current 
study intends to be thorough, transparent, and 
replicable. 

A manual search method was chosen in the 
compilation of the articles to be studied. Since 
searches in electronic databases depend on the 
scientific articles being correctly indexed, er-
rors are likely to occur. The process of hand-
checking the contents of key journals in the 
field of study will allow a greater degree of con-
fidence that all the most relevant articles have 
been included. Therefore, two sets of inclusion 
and exclusion criteria have been established in 
this systematic review. The first, related to the 
academic journals to be included in the study, 
and the second, related to the articles in those 
journals to be included.

Inclusion and exclusion criteria: journals

To begin the process of selecting the academic 
journals to be included in the review, a search 
was first performed in the Journal Citation Re-
ports (JCR) database using the latest 2019 
rankings. This database was chosen because, 
compared to other such databases such as 
SCOPUS or Google Scholar, JCR is used more 
consistently across all three fields of study 
as well as in both countries included in the 

investigation project. Next, JCR-ranked aca-
demic journals in the fields of education, politi-
cal science, and sociology that are published in 
Spain or the United States were chosen. The 
results were as follows:

Table 1. Number of journals indexed in JCR 2019, 
Spain and USA 

Category

Number of  
indexed journals  

published in  
Spain

Number of 
indexed journals 

published in 
USA

Education and 
Educational 
Research

6 94

Political Science 2 70
Sociology 2 67
TOTAL 10 231

The data exported from the JCR database for 
each journal included the following informa-
tion: journal title, category, impact factor, quar-
tile, country of publication, language and pub-
lisher. To facilitate the creation and execution 
of inclusion and exclusion criteria, more infor-
mation was required for each journal, including: 
whether the journal uses a blind peer review sys-
tem, whether it has been published consistently 
during the years 2000-2020, whether the journal 
accepts qualitative studies, whether the journal has 
a general area of focus within its category, and, 
in the case of educational journals, whether the 
journal’s scope includes all levels of education. 
This additional information, all directly rele-
vant to the present study, was found by search-
ing the websites and archives of each indexed 
journal. 

The objective of this journal selection process is 
to establish a representative sample of journals 
from both countries that is also feasible to ana-
lyze in the time frame foreseen for the study. 
With the data exported from the JCR database, 
together with additional information found 
through the websites of the different journals, 
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the inclusion and exclusion criteria could be 
established, found below in Table 2. 

Table 2. Inclusion and exclusion criteria  
for journals

Inclusion and exclusion criteria  
for journals

Criteria Response

Category Education, Political 
Science, Sociology

Impact factor (expressed  
as a quartile of the  
ranking)

Spanish journals: All, 
Q1-Q4 
American journals: Only 
Q1 and Q2

Peer reviewed Yes

Country of publication Spain, USA

Published from 2000 to 
2020

Yes, No

Accepts qualitative studies Yes

Journal focus: general Yes

All stages of education  
(if applicable)

Yes

After applying this set of criteria, the included 
journals were as follows (Table 3):

Table 3. Results of included journals  
in Spain and US

Results of included journals in Spain and US

Category

Number of  
indexed journals 

published  
in Spain

Number of 
indexed journals 

published  
in USA

Education and 
Educational Research

3 7

Political Science 2 15
Sociology 2 10
TOTAL 7 32

In order to delimit the total number of journals 
included and ensure a representative sample from 
both countries, only those American journals with 
impact factors that placed them in the first or sec-
ond quartile were included. Given that the United 
States has a significantly greater number of jour-
nals indexed in the JCR than Spain, it was decided 
to apply more restrictive selection criteria to the 
American journals. One educational journal, pub-
lished in the United States, was excluded because 
it was, in its entirety, not open source.

Journal selection

The list of journals included in the systematic 
review can be found below (Table 4).

Table 4. Journals included in the systematic review

Journal title Category Country of publication

Educación XX1 Education and Educational Research Spain
Revista de Educación Education and Educational Research Spain
Revista Española de Pedagogía Education and Educational Research Spain
Historia y Política Political Science Spain
Revista de Estudios Políticos Political Science Spain
Revista Española de Investigaciones Sociológicas Sociology Spain
Revista Internacional de Sociología Sociology Spain
AERA Open Education and Educational Research USA
American Educational Research Journal Education and Educational Research USA
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Journal title Category Country of publication

Educational Researcher Education and Educational Research USA
Review of Educational Research Education and Educational Research USA
Review of Research in Education Education and Educational Research USA
Sociology of Education Education and Educational Research USA
American Journal of Political Science Political Science USA
American Politics Research Political Science USA
American Political Science Review Political Science USA
Annals of the American Academy of Political  
and Social Science

Political Science USA

Comparative Politics Political Science USA
Comparative Political Studies Political Science USA
International Political Sociology Political Science USA
Perspectives on Politics Political Science USA
Policy Studies Journal Political Science USA
Political Analysis Political Science USA
Political Behavior Political Science USA
Political Science Quarterly Political Science USA
Politics & Society Political Science USA
PS-Political Science & Politics Political Science USA
World Politics Political Science USA
American Journal of Sociology Sociology USA
American Sociological Review Sociology USA
Annual Review of Sociology Sociology USA
European Journal of Social Theory Sociology USA
Qualitative Research Sociology USA
Social Forces Sociology USA
Social Problems Sociology USA
Sociological Forum Sociology USA
Sociological Theory Sociology USA
Youth & Society Sociology USA

Inclusion and exclusion criteria: articles

Once the academic journals have been cho-
sen, individual scientific articles must be se-
lected. As the present study aims to un -
derstand the conceptual evolution of civic 
edu  cation, the articles included should be of 
a theoretical, descriptive, or qualitative na-
ture. For the search of articles to be included 
in the study, a set of inclusion and exclusion 
criteria was established. The inclusion crite-
ria are as follows:

Table 5. Inclusion and exclusion criteria for articles

Inclusion and exclusion criteria for articles

Criteria Response

Open Access Yes
Nature of Study Theoretical, Descriptive, Qualitative

Topic Relevance

Must be centered on values 
education, citizenship education, 
moral education, civics education, 
or democratic education

Country in which 
Study Takes Place

Spain, USA

Date of Publication 2000-2020
Language English, Spanish
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As exclusion criteria, empirical or intervention 
studies were not included, nor studies pub-
lished in Spain or the USA whose subjects of 
study were third countries.

Using the manual search method in the archives 
of the included journals, individual articles 
were first evaluated according to their title and 
abstract for relevance. Articles that clearly met 
the above inclusion and exclusion criteria were 
added to a database for future data extraction. 
In the event that, after evaluation of the title 
and abstract, it was unclear whether an article 
met the inclusion and exclusion criteria, the ar-
ticle was flagged for a full-text analysis to de-
cide whether or not to be included. All included 
articles were added to a database that recorded 
the following information: journal title, volume 
number, date of publication, title of article, au-
thors, keywords, abstract, citation, and link to 
electronic document. 

Results

In the identification phase of the search and se-
lection process, 38 academic journals were in-
cluded in the study; 7 published in Spain and 
31 published in the United States. The digital 
archives of each journal were accessed in order 
to begin selecting relevant articles to include. 
The initial phase of this selection process yield-
ed 646 articles screened by their title only. Of 
these 646 articles, 227 were chosen based on a 
screening of their title, abstract, and keywords. 
A total of 81 articles were then eliminated from 
inclusion for the following reasons: 67 were not 
openly available, 10 did not fit the inclusion cri-
teria for research method, and 4 were not in the 
format of a journal article. The remaining 146 
articles were then selected to be read in their en-
tirety to determine eligibility. In reading the full 
text of each article, 62 were excluded for the fol-
lowing reasons: 43 articles did not align with the 
topic of civics education as defined by the in -
clusion and exclusion criteria, 18 ar  ticles, while 
qua  litative in nature, were based on intervention 

studies which aimed to measure the effect of a 
given intervention on a given variable related to 
civics education, and 1 article was excluded due 
to an identified risk of bias. In totality, 84 arti-
cles were selected to be included in the present 
review. The results of the above-mentioned 
search and selection process are visualized in 
the following flowchart. 

Once the search and selection process was com-
plete, the qualitative analysis of the included 
articles began. The decision to forgo the use of 
research software to facilitate the data extrac-
tion and analysis phases was based on the de-
sire of the author to manually codify, catego-
rize, and extract the data, in alignment with the 
decision to manually search the archives of 
each included journal and not rely on digital, 
online databases. Each of the 84 included arti-
cles were read in their entirety and subsequently 
coded according to their methodology and main 
characteristics. The codification process of each 
article was executed in accordance with Strauss 
(1987), Charmaz (2006), and Gibbs (2007). A 
list of the articles, the methodology employed, 
and their corresponding codes can be found in 
Appendix B. 

Additionally, articles which were excluded from 
the review after the initial screening phase are 
presented in Appendix C, along with the cor-
responding reason for exclusion. The most 
common reason for exclusion was the article 
not being open access. This reason was present 
only in journals published in the United States, 
as all included Spanish journals were entirely 
open access. Curiously, many included Ameri-
can journals were partially open access, that is, 
selected articles in their archives were granted 
open access and others were not. How this cat-
egorization was made by the journal’s publisher 
is unclear, yet the seemingly randomized re-
sults of some articles being open access and 
others not had significant repercussions on the 
results of this review. If all screened articles 
would have been available to read, the number 
of included articles published in the United 
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States would have nearly tripled, surely enrich-
ing the subsequent qualitative synthesis. 

In Figure 2, the included articles are visualized 
according to their year of publication. The years 
2003 and 2004 were especially relevant mo-
ments of publication in both Spain and the 
United States, during which each nation’s sam-
ple of journals published their highest number 
of articles about civic education within the sur-
veyed time range. In the Spanish context, 19 of 

the included articles were published in 2003 
alone. Upon further contextualization, the data 
shows that 13 of these articles were published 
in a special issue of the journal Revista de 
Educación, published by the Spanish Ministry 
of Education. This special issue, titled “Citi -
zenship and Education”, included 18 articles 
which were categorized into the following ar-
eas: 1) cu  rrent contexts of citizenship, 2) citi-
zenship education: basic issues, and 3) socio-edu -
cational spaces for citizen learning. Juan Manuel 

Figure 1. Results of article search and selection process
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Cobo, who authored the introduction of this 
special issue noted that “the study of citizen-
ship provides an x-ray of the real social situa-
tion of individuals and groups. An x-ray not 
only of data and numbers, but of human faces, 
since thinking in terms of citizenship entails 
contemplating people and their circumstances 
together” (Cobo-Suero, 2003a, p. 1).

In order to create a conceptual map of the net-
work of topics and concepts published about 
civics education during the twenty-year period 
of study, first the articles were divided by coun-
try of publication, then according to year. Table 
6 summarizes the most frequently published 
topics during each year between 2000 and 
2020. 

Figure 2. Number of included articles per year

Table 6. Most frequently published topics per year

Year Most frequent topics published in Spain Most frequent topics published in USA

2000 1. Culture of peace, conditions necessary and role of 
teachers

2. United Nations and UNESCO Committees

No included articles were published in this year

2001

1. Practicing democratic life and values in schools
2. School as place of moral learning
3. Paradox in intersection of education and globalization
4. Deterritorialization provoking new cultural 

territorializations
5. Citizenship and civic identity in a globalized world
6. The role of the school in the formation of civic identity

1. Democratic competence
2. Ideological nature of definitions of social/civic 

competencies
3. Theoretical and empirical nature of association 

between democracy and appropriately trained 
citizens

2002 No included articles were published in this year No included articles were published in this year

2003

1. The need of peace education as transversal content in 
educational systems

2. Definition of peace education
3. Obstacles facing the implementation of peace education
4. Human rights and democratic principles
5. Local, national, regional, and global citizenship
6. School as a place of moral learning
7. Practicing democratic life and values in schools

1. APSA Task Force on Civic Education
2. State mandates for college-level civic education
3. Civic education via developmental 

perspectives
4. Reviving and revising interest in political 

socialization
5. The importance of political knowledge
6. Arguments for and against scope and 

objectives of civic education
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Year Most frequent topics published in Spain Most frequent topics published in USA

2004

1. Integrating social competence within the framework  
of civic education

2. Individual and community learning as requirements  
of active citizenship

3. Autonomous individuals capable of social and civic 
participation

1. What good citizenship is and what good 
citizens do

2. Role of civics education in a multicultural 
society

3. Engaging politics in civic education
4. Civic importance of public education
5. Definition of social/civic values
6. Deliberation

2005

1. Human rights as material in social/civic education
2. Threats to human rights in democratic societies
3. Human rights education proposal
4. Promotion of a democratic and solidarity-based 

education
5. Civic competencies in textbooks
6. Definition of social/civic values

 − European citizenship
7. Studied authors:

 − Jean-Jacques Rousseau

No included articles were published in this year

2006

No included articles were published in this year 1. Role of educators in promoting political 
participation and civic engagement

2. Political efficacy as a curricular goal
3. Relationship between efficacy and civic and 

political participation

2007

1. School subject of Citizenship Education
2. Causes of social unrest provoked by school subject 

Citizenship Education
3. Comparing European requirements on respect for 

convictions with governmental decisions
4. Socratic citizenship
5. Studied authors:

 − Martha Nussbaum
 − Peter Euben

No included articles were published in this year

2008

1. Strong civic-democratic education of citizens as  
antidote to corruption

2. Studied authors:
 − Jean-Jacques Rousseau

No included articles were published in this year

2009

1. Philosophy of education
2. Socratic citizenship
3. Education for world citizenship
4. Studied authors:

 − Jacques Derrida
 − Martha Nussbaum
 − Frederic Nietzsche

1. Peace education
2. Direct and indirect models of peace education
3. Peace education in conflict zones

2010

1. Definition of specific, teachable social/civic                         
competencies

2. Practicing democratic life and values in schools
3. School as a place of moral learning

1. Curriculum standards for civics education
2. Social/civic competency in educational 

legislation documentation
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Year Most frequent topics published in Spain Most frequent topics published in USA

2011

1. School as place of moral learning
2. School, while necessary, is insufficient for the 

transmission of civic values
3. Service learning and its components

 − Social needs, learning content and competencies, 
community service, a partnership between institutions 
and teamwork

4. Definition of social/civic values
 − Learning to live together democratically
 − Knowing how to participate, cooperate, be responsible, 
tolerant, supportive, or manage interpersonal conflicts

No included articles were published in this year

2012

1. Practicing democratic life and values in schools
2. Schools as a place of moral learning
3. Active citizenship
4. Studied authors:

 − Michael Foucalt

No included articles were published in this year

2013

1. Moral education
2. Definition of social/civic values

 − Morality
 − Joy
 − Wisdom
 − Care of the self
 − Otherness

3. Philosophy of education
4. Differences between multicultural and intercultural 

education
5. Studied authors:

 − Emile Durkheim
 − Lucius Annaeus Seneca
 − Michel Foucault
 − Giner de los Ríos
 − Rafael Altamira
 − José Ortega y Gasset
 − Manuel Azaña

1. Democracy and education
2. Evaluating variety of democratic education 

programs
3. Community-based programs as means of 

exercising democratic practices

2014

No included articles were published in this year 1. Civic engagement and identity in immigrant 
groups

2. Civic teaching, learning, and action across 
immigrant experiences

2015
1.  Definition of specific, teachable social/civic  

competencies
No included articles were published in this year

2016

1. Civic rights and civic identity
2. Definition of social/civic values

 − Justice
 − Caring
 − Empathy
 −  Identity

3. Studied authors:
 − Immanuel Kant
 − Lawrence Kohlberg
 − Seyla Benhabib
 − Carol Gilligan

No included articles were published in this year

2017 No included articles were published in this year No included articles were published in this year
2018 No included articles were published in this year No included articles were published in this year
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Year Most frequent topics published in Spain Most frequent topics published in USA

2019

1. School as a place of moral learning
2. Definition of social/civic values

 − Recognition
 − Respect
 − Vindication

3. Studied authors:
 − Alex Honneth
 − Richard Sennett

The discourse of democratic education in 
education research
Recommendations for educational practice
Digital media literacy skills for civics education

2020 No included articles were published in this year 1. Human rights
2. Role of educational institutions in protecting 

human rights

In 2003, the year in which the highest number 
of articles were published in Spanish journals, 
the most frequent topics of study were 1) the 
need of peace education as transversal content 
in educational systems, 2) the definition of 
peace education, 3) obstacles facing the imple-
mentation of peace education, 4) human rights 
and democratic principles, 5) local, national, re-
gional, and global citizenship, 6) school as a 
place of moral learning, and 7) practicing demo-
cratic life and values in schools. The following 
year, 2004, was the year in which the highest 
number of articles were published in the sample 
of US journals. The most frequent topics of study 
were 1) what good citizenship is and what good 
citizens do, 2) the role of civics education in a 
multicultural society, 3) engaging politics in 
civic education, 4) civic importance of public 
education, and 5) the definition of social/civic 
values: deliberation. The corpus of literature pu-
 blished on civics education in Spain during this 
peak year was heavily focused on peace educa-
tion, while the peak year of publication in the 
United States showed a philosophical emphasis 
on defining civics and its role in society, and 
more specifically, in education. 

Limitations

As previously mentioned, one key limitation 
of the present systematic review was the issue of 
screened articles not being openly available to 
the public in many American journals. As these 

identified journals operate under a partially 
available pretense, certain articles are chosen to 
be available, and others require payment, per-
mission, or other means of access. Although the 
scholarly debate around the idea of open access 
in academic journals is robust and well docu-
mented, for the purposes of the current review, 
this obstacle of access was a severe hinderance 
in the goal of understanding the evolution of 
the concept of civics education. While some ar-
ticles were included from these partially open 
American journals, they represent merely a 
third of the screened articles which would have 
met the inclusion criteria. Clearly, including 
those excluded articles would have provided a 
richer vision of how civics education has been 
studied in American scholarship over the past 
two decades. For this reason, the researcher 
proposes an extension project in which a new 
strategy of selection of American journals is 
employed. 

Discussion

The results of the systematic revision of the cho-
 sen academic journal publications in the Unit-
ed States and Spain show the network of topics 
and foci of the study of civics education. As pre-
viously noted, the peak publication years point 
to relevant data about trending topics or those 
of highest impact. The factors which influ-
enced this spike in publication numbers during 
2003-2004 in both countries warrant further 



Sara Kells 

76 • Bordón 74 (1), 2022, 63-104, ISSN: 0210-5934, e-ISSN: 2340-6577

investigation. During the first three years of the 
21st century, Spain was facing continuous do-
mestic terrorism threats from the Basque group 
ETA, perhaps contributing to the impetus within 
the academic community to publish on the need 
for peaceful, democratic, and civil education 
pedagogies. The qualitative analysis (as detai -
led in Appendix B) of the articles published in 
Spain in 2003 show peace education, human 
rights, the practicing of democratic life and val-
ues in schools, and citizenship in a globalized 
world as repeatedly published topics. As our hy-
pothesis indicates, the time frame between a his-
torical event occurring and the moment in which 
a shift or change could potentially be seen in the 
scholarly corpus is an estimated three or four 
years. In this case, the bombings of 2001 could 
have played a role in a shift in the literature, ar-
guing for an increased focus on peace education 
and human rights based on the magnitude of the 
event and its ripple effect across borders.

Similarly in the United States, 2004 was the 
year in which the greatest number of articles 
were published in the sample journals. The 
events of September 11th, 2001 could have had 
an impact on the field of study, as the national 
discourse was centered around ideas of patrio-
tism, security, national identity, and global alli-
ances. Per our hypothesis, this historical mo-
ment could be related to the spike in academic 
scholarship around the ideas of civic education. 
Since correlation does not signify causation, a 
clear connection between these events and the 
increases in publications cannot be defined, but 
there is a case for correlation between the two.

Spanish journals saw two more upticks in pub-
lications surrounding civics education, one in 
2011 and another in 2013. As previously men-
tioned, the anti-austerity movement, 15-M, 
provided a stunning backdrop on which social 
and political critiques were launched and scru-
tinized. The surge in publications in 2013 could 
be in response to, or at least influenced by 
the public discourse of the time. The most com   -
mon topics of publication in 2013 were 1) moral 

education, 2) the definition of social/civic val-
ues: morality, joy, wisdom, care of the self, and 
otherness, 3) philosophy of education, and 4) the 
differences between multicultural and intercul-
tural education. The increased focus on philos-
ophy and the works of writers such as Emile 
Durkheim, Lucius Annaeus Seneca, Michel 
Foucault, Giner de los Ríos is particularly inter-
esting, while juxtaposed alongside the social 
and civic movement of 15-M. For many, the 
15-M movement was a social and political 
awakening. The subsequent increase in philo-
sophical reimaginations of civics education, as 
seen in the included articles from 2013, could 
be a repercussion of the national dialogue on 
the literature within the field of study.

Conclusions

While the present study does not aim to unilat-
erally define civics education writ large, it does 
aim to describe relevant historical moments in 
the history of Spain and the United States be-
tween 2000-2020 and track any relevant trends 
in the body of research in education, political 
science, and sociology. What is clear based on 
the results described above, while taking into ac-
count the various limitations of the project, is 
that a deeper and more complete recollection of 
data and subsequent analysis is needed. The next 
step in the larger research project, of which the 
current article forms the first part, is a deeper 
contextualization of these political, cultural, and 
social events of the 21st century, and their poten-
tial influence on the study of civics education.

As predicted, the momentous events of Septem-
ber 11th, the bombings in Madrid, and the anti-
austerity movement were mirrored in either 
surges of publication numbers or shifts in 
trending topics. The systematic review of the 
three areas of study in both countries between 
2000-2020 provided a timeline of the most fre-
quently mentioned topics, concepts, authors, 
and areas of focus upon which further contex-
tualized research can be built. 
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Resumen 

Comprensión conceptual de la educación cívica en España y Estados Unidos: una revisión 
sistemática

INTRODUCCIÓN. ¿Cómo se aprende a vivir con los demás? ¿Qué significa ser ciudadano en una 
democracia liberal? ¿Cómo se garantiza el futuro de las frágiles instituciones democráticas? La 
educación cívica, la actividad formativa que consiste en capacitar a las jóvenes generaciones para 
que formen parte de la sociedad mediante el fomento de la participación activa e informada, es 
un ámbito de estudio ligado desde hace tiempo a la búsqueda de respuestas a estas preguntas. 
MÉTODO Y RESULTADOS. Mediante una revisión sistemática, el presente artículo describe la 
evolución conceptual de la educación cívica en España y Estados Unidos en los años 2000-2020. 
En la revisión se incluyeron 84 artículos que fueron analizados y codificados cualitativamente. Se 
analizan los acontecimientos más importantes de ambos países junto con las publicaciones aca-
démicas en un esfuerzo por rastrear los cambios, los puntos de inflexión y los cambios de enfoque 
dentro de los campos de estudio. DISCUSIÓN. El presente artículo identifica acontecimientos 
históricos relevantes de cada país, como el movimiento contra la austeridad en España y los acon-
tecimientos del 11 de septiembre, como posibles hitos dentro de la evolución conceptual de la 
literatura sobre educación cívica. Este artículo representa la primera fase de un proyecto de inves-
tigación más amplio que contextualiza los acontecimientos históricos relevantes dentro del cuer-
po de investigación en los campos de la educación, la ciencia política y la sociología en relación 
con el estudio de la educación cívica.

Palabras clave: Educación para la ciudadanía, Cívica, Revisión de la literatura, Valores demo-
cráticos, Valores sociales.

Résumé 

Une compréhension conceptuelle de l’éducation civique en Espagne et aux États-Unis : analyse 
méthodique

INTRODUCTION. Comment un individu cohabite-t-il avec les autres ? Que signifie être citoyen 
dans une démocratie libérale ? Comment pouvons-nous assurer le futur d’institutions démocrati-
ques fragiles ? L’éducation civique, les activités formatrices pour entraîner les jeunes générations 
à faire partie de la société en encourageant la participation active et informée dans leur société 
démocratique, est un domaine d’étude lié depuis très longtemps à la recherche de ces réponses. 
MÉTHODE ET RÉSULTATS. Au travers d’une analyse méthodique, cet article décrit l’évolution 
conceptuelle de l’éducation civique en Espagne et aux États-Unis entre 2000 et 2020. Quatre-
vingt-quatre articles ont été inclus dans la révision, et ont été analysés et codés de manière quali-
tative. Des évènements importants de chaque pays ont été juxtaposés avec des publications aca-
démiques afin de suivre les évolutions, les points d’inflection et les changements d’orientation 
dans les domaines d’études. DISCUSSION. Cet article dépeind les évènements historiques dans 
chaque pays, tels que le Mouvement des Indignés en Espagne ou les évènements du 11 septem-
bre, comme étant des faits marquants dans l’évolution conceptuelle de la littérature en éducation 
civique. Cet article représente la première phase d’un grand projet de recherche qui contextualise 
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des évènements historiques importants dans le corps de recherche des domaines de l’éducation, 
des sciences politiques et de l’éducation civique.

Mots-clés  : Éducation citoyenne, Éducation civique, Revues littéraires, Valeurs démocratiques, 
Valeurs sociales.
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