
Example Critical Analysis 

Objectives and Questions 

In Making Citizens of the World: The Political Socialization of Youth in Formal Mass 

Education Systems, Wiseman et al. attempt to provide answers to two research questions. 

Building off of the notion that the political socialization of youths has long been understood to be 

important to the creation of stable nation-states as well as a country’s social order on the whole, 

they note that little research has been done to determine what precisely the role of the school is in 

such socialization. Through their research, they attempt to determine first, to what degree 

schooling creates citizens (that is to say, to what degree schooling prepares students to 

participate in their country’s political order), and, second, whether socialization in this form is a 

national phenomenon or something that crosses international borders and may be held in 

common by a number of different countries. The researchers note that their research questions 

are especially important because, although a great deal of time has been devoted to 

understanding how schools educate students in areas such as reading, math, and science, very 

little time has been devoted to understanding how they politically socialize pupils. 

Methods and Data Sources 

 The authors’ data comes from the 1999 Civic Education Study (CIVED) conducted by 

the International Association for the Evaluation of Educational Achievement (IEA)- a study 

which aimed to provide information on civic education practices in the 28 participatory 

countries. This data was used in conjunction with the World Development Indicators developed 

by the World Bank, and the national political system indicators developed by Freedom House. 

Various sections of the CIVED data were used as the dependent variables in the study, to 

determine the measure of students’ attitudes regarding politics, civics, social justice, and 



nationalism across each of the countries in question. The data from the World Bank and Freedom 

House, which described political elements of each country such as their years of democratic 

government and level of civil liberty, were used as the independent variables, along with certain 

demographic data on the individual-level, like gender. The authors analyzed their data in three 

stages using a Hierarchical Linear Modelling procedure- first looking at variance in civics 

knowledge that could be explained by characteristics at the individual level (such as a student’s 

gender or socioeconomic status), then variance explained by differences at the school level (such 

as class size and teacher experience in the topic), and finally variance explained by differences at 

the national level (such as the number of political parties and level of civil liberty).  

Findings/Key Arguments 

 The authors’ results point to two succinct answers to the questions they pose. First, 

schools do play an important role in the political socialization of youths and thereby create 

citizens; and second, the phenomenon of political socialization at the school level is something 

found across nations rather than a more limited process. With regard to the first point, the authors 

are able to show that schools with teachers trained and experienced in teaching civics produce 

students with higher levels of political socialization. Similarly, the structure of the classes 

themselves tends to have effects on the students’ level of socialization. Those classes that are 

conducted in a more democratic fashion tend to produce better-socialized students than those that 

are not. Even the amount of schooling that a student expects to complete in civics and politics 

has a significant impact on various levels of socialization. In general, the study finds that schools 

do indeed have the power to politically socialize their pupils, and do so to varying degrees based 

on internal differences. 



 In concert with these findings, the authors make several interesting points about the 

relationship between the state-level characteristics and the socialization of students. One 

important finding is that students in countries with long histories of democracy are on the whole 

more weakly socialized than students in newer democracies. The authors explain this through 

noting that states experiencing political change during the first years of democratic rule must 

necessarily have school systems that more-intensely expose students to political issues. On the 

whole, however, the authors note that, at least within the context of the countries studied, it does 

not seem to matter much where a student lives- only 7-11% of the variance in political 

socialization is explained by state-level characteristics. In other words, political socialization in 

the formal education system is not limited to any one country, but is rather a multinational 

phenomenon. Furthermore, they argue that the fact that this occurs across countries is indicative 

of the creation of an idea of a ‘global citizenry,’ where students from a number of different 

countries are socialized in similar ways, and end up embracing the same rights and attitudes of 

responsibility, regardless of their geographic context. 

Analysis/Critique	  

 There were a number of elements in this article that led me to find its results somewhat 

specious. Two of the most important, from my perspective, were the lack of information related 

to the countries actually being studied, and the sweeping generalizations that were made about 

global education systems based on the results the authors found. First, it would have been very 

easy for the authors simply to list out the countries they were looking at in the context of the 

study, but they chose not to do so. Instead, they show their score ranges on the World Bank and 

Freedom House scales, but require the reader to take them at their word that they are indeed 

representative of a large range of cultural, ethnic, and economic backgrounds. Providing the 



names of the countries used would have opened up the article for a much more thorough critical 

analysis of whether or not something else in those states’ histories or contemporary situations 

might be affecting the data. Indeed, at one point they note that 28 countries participated in the 

survey their data comes from, but, without explanation, they only used 27 in the study. 

 Perhaps more troubling for me is the fact that the authors use the data they find to 

generalize the idea that, globally, not only do schools serve to politically socialize students, but 

because there is not a great deal of variation among countries with regard to that fact, students 

throughout the world are beginning to “claim the rights of citizens found anywhere in the world 

rather than citizens from specific communities” (p. 575). Even if we accept the notion that 

schools act as agents of political socialization regardless of their home country, can we also 

accept this idea of an emerging global consciousness with regard to such socialization, without 

further scrutiny?  

 The study admits not to include any countries with mass schooling systems that are not 

democratic. It completely leaves out how students in countries such as Cuba and North Korea 

might relate to the larger system, not to mention students in China- the most populous country on 

earth. Additionally, because the study does not tell us which countries it is looking at 

specifically, it is impossible to know whether or not those countries that are “somewhat” 

democratic (such as Russia) are included. Perhaps it would be fair for the authors to argue that in 

the context of the countries they studied, the effects of political socialization appear to be supra-

national. However, they state it as much more a universal phenomenon than that, which is not 

supported by their research.  

 Two final questions come to mind for me with regard to how the study might or might 

not be applicable to the world today. The fact that it uses data from 1999 leads me to wonder 



what changes we might see if it were re-done with data from the last several years. Throughout 

the world, there has been an increasing movement toward nationalism (beginning with the 

breakup of the Balkan states, and continuing even today with the independence referenda in 

Scotland and Cataluña). Would this shift in attitudes among students, and the shift in scores that 

countries would likely have on the various scales used, cause the outcome to be different? Would 

the new political alliances and systems formed in the post-9/11 world and with the advent of new 

technologies have any effect on not only the socializing effect of schools themselves, but 

especially on the notion that the effect is supra-national? Questions such as these make me 

wonder whether or not a more-recent data set might be useful, especially in a study that was 

conducted as late as this one- published in 2011. Perhaps that is something that could be taken 

into account if other such research were done in the near future. 
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