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Special Issue on Academic Freedom

Revisiting Academic 
Freedom in Social Studies: 
A Special Issue on the Freedom 
to Teach and to Learn
Nancy C. Patterson and Jack L. Nelson

This special issue continues the important role that NCSS 
and its members have in highlighting one of the core 
interests of social studies education—academic freedom. 

Our profession takes seriously the need to advocate, support, 
and enhance the freedom necessary for teachers and students 
to fully engage in education. Our society’s current situation 
requires that we take this freedom even more seriously as the 
twenty-first century unfolds. Threats and restrictions abound; 
teacher and student freedoms are in jeopardy. Academic freedom 
is worthy of a revisit on a regular basis.

 Articles in this issue show a roller-coaster context for aca-
demic freedom in our schools and in social studies courses. 
The authors describe the history of and rationale for academic 
freedom, give an overview of its status in the courts—both for 
teachers and students—and consider the nature and implications 
of teacher decision-making. These scholars thus entertain the 
questions of why academic freedom is important, how it has 
stood in the past, where it stands at present, and what we can 
do to continue to avail ourselves of its benefits. 

The issue begins with three articles that remind us of the 
rationale for academic freedom. The grounds for advocat-
ing for academic freedom are outlined by Co-editor Jack L. 
Nelson and Carole Hahn. James Daly shows how teacher educa-
tion involves all of us, and how it should improve in this area. 
Former special issue editor Todd Clark offers his perspective 
on the need to keep this issue alive. Noted attorneys Michael 
D. Simpson and Robert M. O’Neil present a continuing and 

somewhat disheartening dilemma in laws and court decisions 
for teachers and students, albeit with a glimmer of hope. Three 
authors consider the daily decisions teachers must make in 
regard to their academic freedom. Nancy C. Patterson docu-
ments struggles teachers have with self-censorship. Diana Hess, 
using personal reflection, suggests a new way for teachers to 
approach their rights. Anna Ochoa-Becker offers a brief case 
study and some guideposts for reflection about classroom deci-
sions and academic freedom. This special issue closes with a 
Resource Kit that offers further ideas for teachers. 
 

Nancy C. Patterson is an associate professor at Bowling Green State Univer-
sity, and former chair of the NCSS Academic Freedom Committee. She conducts 
comparative research on beliefs about citizenship and free speech in regard to 
democratic classrooms and civic engagement. Jack L. Nelson is professor 
emeritus at Rutgers University, former chair of the NCSS Academic Freedom 
Committee, a member of Committee A (Academic Freedom and Tenure) of the 
American Association of University Professors, recipient of the NCSS Academic 
Freedom Award, and co-author of  Critical Issues in Education, 7th ed. (McGraw-
Hill, 2010). 
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CREAT E D BY CAB L E . OF F E RED AS A PU B L I C S E RV I CE .

Tell us about an issue,
event, or topic that helped

you better understand
the role of the federal

government in your life
or community.

Create a short (5–8 min.)
documentary including

C-SPAN footage.

STUDENT DOCUMENTARY COMPET I T ION

Topic: Washington, DC,

Through My Lens
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GRADES: 6 –12

DEADLINE: January 20, 2011

$50,000 in prizes

www.studentcam.org
For complete rules and details, visit us online.
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You are 1 degree of separation from  
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