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ABSTRACT 

	[bookmark: _GoBack]Social Studies is central to fostering the knowledge, skills, and attitudes required for active citizenship. However, little is known about how its pedagogy in Philippine secondary schools explicitly cultivates civic engagement. This qualitative case study examined how Social Studies fosters civic participation among senior high school students in three public schools in Tangub City, Misamis Occidental. Data were collected through semi-structured interviews with ten Grade 11 and 12 students selected via purposive sampling and analyzed using Braun and Clarke’s (2006) thematic analysis. Findings yielded five interrelated themes: community-immersive strategies as pathways to civic awareness; collaborative and interactive activities for civic competency; reflective and expressive tools that amplify student voice; Social Studies as a foundation for empathy and social accountability; and Social Studies as a catalyst for critical awareness and active participation. In essence, the findings reveal that Social Studies, when taught through experiential, reflective, and participatory approaches, serves as a powerful lever for developing informed, empathetic, and socially responsible citizens. The implications are clear: curriculum developers, teacher educators, and policymakers should prioritize the integration of community-based experiences, collaborative learning, and structured reflection into Social Studies programs to ensure that civic education not only informs but also empowers the next generation of active democratic participants.
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1. INTRODUCTION 

Civic engagement is widely recognized as a cornerstone for achieving local, regional, and national development goals. Beyond political participation, it encompasses the ways citizens contribute to community life to improve collective well-being and shape a shared future (Prentice, 2007; Adler & Goggin, 2025). Participation in civic activities fosters a sense of belonging, responsibility, and agency, qualities that educational institutions are tasked to nurture through structured learning experiences. In the Philippine context, civic responsibility is embedded in the Social Studies curriculum, which aims to produce value-oriented, socially conscious citizens capable of contributing meaningfully to nation-building.
Social Studies is central to fostering the knowledge, skills, and attitudes required for active citizenship. Empirical evidence suggests that robust Social Studies education enhances civic participation, social competence, and students’ sense of responsibility to their communities (Garwood et al., 2021; Sholichah et al., 2024). A powerful social studies classroom fosters civic engagement necessary for a well-functioning democratic society and global community (McGuire et al., 2025). Curricula grounded in democratic values expose students to political systems, rights, and responsibilities while fostering the capacity for critical analysis of social issues (Pevzner, 2021; Roncesvalles et al., 2024). High levels of engagement and self-determination in Social Studies classrooms, particularly those using interactive, student-centered approaches, are linked to increased civic consciousness and motivation to participate in public life (Ranoco, 2025; Reichert & Print, 2018).
In the Philippines, Social Studies remains highly relevant, promoting community participation, critical and creative thinking, cultural sensitivity, and global awareness (Crisolo et al., 2021). Innovative pedagogies such as the community of inquiry framework (Canuto, 2022) and participatory, digitally literate learning environments (Wui et al., 2025) have been shown to enhance socio-political engagement among youth. Moreover, whole-school approaches integrating civic literacy into curricula, pedagogy, school culture, and extracurricular programs have proven effective in nurturing political literacy and democratic participation (Maglasang & Galigao, 2025). When grounded in real-life experiences, civic literacy instruction not only fosters accountability and contextualized learning but also sustains active engagement (Mahilum et al., 2025).
Despite this robust body of work, gaps remain. Many studies explore civic engagement broadly or focus on extracurricular activities rather than examining the unique role of Social Studies curricula in shaping civic identity, democratic values, and active citizenship. Few studies specifically investigate how Social Studies pedagogy in Philippine secondary schools operationalizes civic engagement as a learning outcome. This gap constrains understanding of how formal Social Studies instruction can act as a catalyst for social change.
Addressing this gap, the present qualitative study explores how Social Studies fosters civic engagement among senior high school students in Tangub City’s public high schools. It focuses on students’ perceptions of Social Studies’ role in shaping civic understanding and on how civic engagement is integrated into classroom practices. The findings aim to inform educators and policymakers in strengthening the Social Studies curriculum to cultivate an informed, critically aware, and actively participating youth citizenry.
1.1 Theoretical Framework
This study draws on Kolb’s Experiential Learning Theory (ELT) (1984) and John Dewey’s experiential democracy tradition (1938), which together explain how immersive, real-world learning experiences in Social Studies foster enduring civic dispositions and action. ELT’s cyclical process, concrete experience → reflective observation → abstract conceptualization → active experimentation, maps closely onto the classroom-to-community learning sequence observed in this study. This model underscores the importance of integrating hands-on civic experiences with structured reflection to deepen understanding and sustain civic engagement.
Empirical studies affirm that well-structured experiential pedagogies, particularly those embedded within formal curricula, enhance civic skills, civic identity, and long-term participation when reflective components are explicit and scaffolded (Lin et al., 2024). In secondary education, experiential approaches have been shown to raise critical awareness of social issues and motivate action for social justice, especially when community immersion is paired with critical framing and guided reflection (Martini et al., 2023).
The pandemic underscored the importance of schools as primary civic spaces when traditional avenues for civic engagement contracted. During this period, Social Studies classrooms that embraced experiential approaches enabled students to integrate personal experiences with civic knowledge, fostering meaningful participation in their communities (Wilf et al., 2023). Studies applying Kolb’s cycle in authentic, problem-oriented contexts further demonstrate that alternating direct experience with guided reflection increases motivation and the likelihood of applying civic learning beyond school (Hung et al., 2023).
However, research also cautions that civic learning is maximized when experiential activities are designed to cultivate critical reflection, reciprocity, and ethical engagement, not merely to produce service outputs (Saavedra et al., 2021). This theoretical framing informs the present study’s analysis of how Social Studies teachers in Tangub City employ community-immersive, collaborative, and reflective pedagogies to foster the civic dispositions and practices reported by participating students.

2. material and methods 
2.1 Research Design 
This study employed a qualitative case study design, appropriate for exploring complex social phenomena within a bounded context (Creswell & Poth, 2018). The “case” comprised senior high school students enrolled in Social Studies-related courses in public schools in Tangub City, focusing on how classroom experiences shape their civic understanding and engagement. This design enabled an in-depth, contextualized examination of student perspectives and teacher strategies, capturing both the personal and pedagogical dimensions of civic education.
2.2 Research Locale 
The research was conducted in three secondary public schools in the DepEd Division of Tangub City, Misamis Occidental. These schools, which cater to diverse student populations from elementary to senior high school, provided a suitable context for examining how Social Studies fosters civic awareness and participation in local communities..
2.3 Participants and Sampling Technique 
Ten Grade 11 and 12 students enrolled in Social Studies-related subjects were selected through purposive sampling (Black, 2010) to ensure rich, relevant insights. Inclusion criteria targeted students who: (a) engaged in school or community leadership, advocacy, or civic events; (b) participated in volunteer or service-oriented activities; and (c) were willing to share their experiences. This approach ensured that participants possessed direct, meaningful engagement with civic activities, aligning with the study’s objectives.
2.4 Research Instrument 
Data were gathered using a semi-structured interview guide designed to elicit students’ perceptions of how Social Studies influences their civic identity and participation. The instrument underwent expert validation by a research specialist, a grammarian, and a Social Studies educator, ensuring clarity, content relevance, and alignment with the study’s aims. Revisions were made based on feedback, and the final tool contained open-ended questions with prompts focused on teaching strategies for civic engagement and students’ interpretations of civic responsibility.
2.5 Data Gathering Procedure
Upon securing institutional and DepEd approval, the researchers coordinated with school principals to identify eligible participants. Parental consent and student assent were obtained following a clear explanation of the study’s purpose, procedures, and ethical safeguards. Face-to-face interviews, conducted in Bisaya and English for clarity and comfort, lasted 10–20 minutes and were audio-recorded with permission. Informal pre-interviews ensured participant suitability and rapport building.
2.6 Data Analysis Procedure
Thematic analysis followed Braun and Clarke’s (2006) six-phase framework: familiarization with the data, generation of initial codes, theme development, theme review, definition and naming of themes, and production of the final analytical narrative. Codes were derived inductively from participants’ accounts and organized into themes that reflected how Social Studies instruction fostered civic dispositions and participation. Findings were supported with illustrative quotes and interpreted in light of the study’s theoretical framework.
2.7 Ethical Considerations
Ethical protocols followed APA (2017) guidelines and the DepEd Research Management Guidelines (Department of Education, 2017). Written consent from parents and assent from students were obtained after a transparent discussion of risks, benefits, and voluntary participation rights. Pseudonyms safeguarded anonymity, and all recordings and transcripts were securely stored with access limited to the researchers. Language choice during interviews prioritized comprehension and participant comfort.
3. results and discussion

Ten senior high school students were interviewed to examine how their experiences in the Social Studies classroom shape their civic engagement through the pedagogical strategies and practices of their teachers. To answer this objective, two central research questions were addressed: (1) What teaching strategies do social studies teachers use to engage students in their communities? Moreover, (2) How do students perceive the role of social studies in shaping their understanding of civic responsibilities? The transcripts were transcribed, interpreted, coded, and analyzed into common themes. Based on the data analysis, five major themes emerged: 1) community-immersive strategies as pathways to civic awareness, which included community-based projects and community drives and clean-up volunteering; 2) collaborative and interactive activities for civic competency, which highlighted group work and discussions, role playing, debated, and project-based learning; 3) reflective and expressive tools that amplify student voice, which incorporated open sharing of opinions, reflection paper,  infographics and poster-making, and inspirational videos; 4) social studies as a foundation for developing empathy and social accountability, which encompassed empathy as a civic disposition and internalization of civic values; and 5) social studies as a catalyst for critical awareness and active civic participation, which emphasized fostering political and social awareness, promoting critical thinking for civic action, and encouraging community engagement and participation. 



Table 1. Teaching Strategies Used by Social Studies Teachers in the Classroom
	Major Themes
	Subthemes
	Sample Statements

	Community-Immersive Strategies as Pathways to Civic Awareness
	Community-based projects 
	“We were assigned to interview vendors. It was like an eye-opener because our understanding of the economy did not just come from books. We saw the real impact of inflation on their lives.” – Participant 8

	
	Community drives and clean-up volunteering 
	“My teacher assigned projects that require interviewing local leaders, organizing voter registration drives, or volunteering at shelters.” - Participant 9

	Collaborative and Interactive Activities for Civic Competency
	Group work and discussions 
	“Our teacher gives us activities, such as group work, role-playing, and presentations. Sometimes we talk about real problems in our community and how we can help solve them.” – Participant 3

	
	Role playing 
	“One time, we did a roleplay of a barangay meeting. I acted as the barangay captain. I realized that their job is challenging. After that, I gained more respect for our community leaders.” – Participant 7

	
	Debates
	In the classroom,, our teacher often lets us do group discussions and debates about real-life social issues.”– Participant 4

	
	Project-Based Learning
	“They have activities like debates on current events, project-based learning where we designed community gardens, and establishing partnerships with local nonprofits.” – Participant 9

	Reflective and Expressive Tools that Amplify Student Voice
	Open sharing of opinions 
	“Our teacher let us speak and share our opinions. She does not get mad if our answers are not perfect...They give us a chance to talk and get involved in class. They do not force us, but they always say to us, “Your voice matters.” – Participant 6

	
	Reflection paper 
	“One time, we wrote a reflection paper about the problems in our barangay. I mentioned the garbage issue. My teacher read it and encouraged me to write a letter of suggestion.” – Participant 10 

	
	Infographics and poster-making 
	“Sometimes, we create posters or infographics, such as for an awareness campaign.” – Participant 7

	
	Inspirational videos 
	“Our teachers encourage us to be involved in the community by showing video clips about the positive impact of participation, inspiring students to get involved.” – Participant 1


3.1 Community-Immersive Strategies as Pathways to Civic Awareness
Participants’ narratives consistently revealed that community-immersive strategies employed by their Social Studies teachers were pivotal in cultivating their civic awareness. These strategies moved beyond classroom walls, allowing students to engage directly with real-life issues, interact with diverse community members, and experience the social realities that shape civic life. Through localized projects, community observations, and hands-on civic activities, students were not only exposed to pressing community concerns but also encouraged to reflect critically on their roles as emerging citizens. Analysis revealed two interrelated subthemes that encapsulate these experiences: (1) community-based projects and (2) community drives and clean-up volunteering.
3.1.1 Community-Based Projects
Students consistently described project-based tasks that embedded them in authentic community contexts, fostering meaningful engagement with local leaders, residents, and socio-political realities. These projects involved structured interviews with barangay officials, residents, and sector representatives; observational studies of local challenges; and community mapping to document neighborhood resources and deficiencies.
P3 recalled interviewing a barangay official, an experience that not only deepened their understanding of leadership but also inspired aspirations for civic service: “They give us projects that encourage us to learn from people in the community… it helped me understand how leaders help us and made me think that maybe one day I can do that too.” Similarly, P4 described how investigating issues such as garbage disposal and street lighting became “eye-opening” opportunities to see that youth can raise awareness and contribute to solutions.
Others emphasized the value of connecting theoretical learning to real-world problems. P5 examined traffic congestion near the school, interviewing residents to understand its daily impact. P6’s conversation with a tricycle driver nurtured empathy for the struggles of working-class community members. P7’s group project on traffic issues highlighted the importance of considering multiple perspectives, including those of local enforcers. P8’s engagement with vendors and community mapping revealed the economic pressures of inflation, infrastructural gaps, and service deficiencies—insights that strengthened their sense of civic responsibility.
These experiences align with Dewey’s (1938) assertion that learning grounded in real-world contexts fosters critical reflection and democratic participation. Japar (2018) found that case-based learning in civic education improves student engagement and critical thinking, while McGuire et al. (2025) emphasized that powerful social studies classrooms connect learning to students’ lived realities. Likewise, Lin et al. (2024) highlighted that experiential pedagogies embedded in formal curricula enhance civic skills, identity, and long-term participation, especially when coupled with explicit reflective activities.
3.1.2 Community Drives and Clean-Up Volunteering
Alongside investigative projects, many students engaged in direct service activities addressing immediate community needs, such as voter registration campaigns, volunteering at shelters, and participating in environmental clean-up drives.
P9 described assignments that integrated interviews with civic action, including “organizing voter registration drives” and volunteering in shelters. P10 shared how their teacher encouraged starting with small, achievable contributions—helping classmates, joining clean-up efforts, or writing letters to local officials—turning abstract notions of civic engagement into tangible, confidence-building actions.
These activities reflect Kolb’s (1984) experiential learning cycle, where concrete action is followed by reflection, conceptualization, and further experimentation, sustaining civic participation over time. Martini et al. (2023) argue that service-oriented immersion, when paired with guided reflection, raises critical awareness of social issues and motivates students toward social justice-oriented action. Similarly, Mahilum et al. (2025) found that civic literacy instruction grounded in real-life experiences fosters accountability, contextualized understanding, and sustained participation. Ranoco (2025) and Reichert and Print (2018) further link interactive, student-centered approaches in Social Studies to heightened civic consciousness and motivation for public engagement.
3.2 Collaborative and Interactive Activities for Civic Competency
Participants’ accounts revealed that collaborative and interactive learning activities in Social Studies classes significantly enhanced their civic competencies. These strategies engaged students in dynamic, participatory forms of learning that simulated democratic processes, nurtured teamwork, and encouraged critical dialogue on pressing social issues. By actively working together, taking on civic roles, debating policies, and executing community-oriented projects, students were able to practice civic skills in a safe, guided environment that mirrors the complexities of civic life. The analysis generated four distinct yet interconnected subthemes: (1) group work and discussions, (2) role playing, (3) debates, and (4) project-based learning.
3.2.1 Group Work and Discussions
Group-based activities created structured spaces for students to collaborate, share perspectives, and collectively problem-solve on issues relevant to their communities. P3 described how their teacher facilitated activities—such as group work, role-plays, and presentations—that centered on identifying and addressing local problems: “Sometimes we talk about real problems in our community and how we can help solve them.” Similarly, P4 noted that frequent group discussions on real-life social issues promoted shared reflection and deeper civic awareness.
Such exchanges underscore how collaborative dialogue fosters critical thinking, empathy, and consensus-building. Garcia (2021) found that senior high school students perceived collaboration as a consistent and integral element of Social Studies learning, with knowledge being co-constructed through dialogue and exposure to multiple perspectives. Kosberg (2024) similarly reported that cooperative learning strategies increased students’ political efficacy by encouraging peer interaction and internalizing civic values. International studies reinforce this, showing that group discussions and brainstorming activities improve learning outcomes, civic engagement, and teamwork skills in Social Studies contexts (Masoumifard, 2021; Obro et al., 2021; Rostami et al., 2022).
3.2.2 Role Playing
Role-playing activities allowed students to step into civic positions and confront governance-related challenges firsthand. P6 recalled acting as barangay officials to address local problems, describing the exercise as “fun and educational,” while P7, who role-played as barangay captain, gained “more respect for our community leaders” after realizing the complexity of their work.

Such immersive simulations align with Kolb’s (1984) concrete experience stage of learning, where active participation provides the foundation for reflection and conceptual growth. Suscipto et al. (2024) demonstrated that collaborative learning approaches enhance civic education students’ problem-solving skills, while Pertiwi (2018) emphasized that role play promotes sustained communication, trust, and collective responsibility. Similarly, Sogen (2025) found that role-playing activities deepen critical thinking, promote empathy, and develop the social sensitivity necessary for active citizenship—making it a particularly relevant method for Social Studies instruction.
3.2.3 Debates
Debates provided a structured forum for reasoned argumentation and engagement with contentious civic issues. P4 recounted how classroom debates were used alongside group discussions to examine real-world concerns, while P9 described policy debates and discussions on climate change, elections, and volunteerism: “In the class, we are debating policies, volunteering, and understanding news about climate change or elections.”
Debates sharpened students’ ability to evaluate evidence, defend positions, and respectfully engage with opposing viewpoints—skills integral to democratic participation. Abernathy and Forestal (2021) concluded that exposure to varied debate formats prepares students for effective citizenship, while Duhaylongsod (2017) found that middle school social studies debates fostered high levels of evidence-based reasoning, with students frequently citing and connecting textual evidence to their claims.
3.2.4 Project-Based Learning
Project-based learning immersed students in long-term, hands-on projects that bridged classroom knowledge with real-world civic action. P9 described initiatives like designing community gardens and partnering with local nonprofits, which allowed them to contribute to community improvement directly.
PBL reflects Dewey’s (1938) vision of education as purposeful activity, enabling students to apply learning to socially relevant challenges. Within Kolb’s experiential learning cycle, these projects represent the active experimentation stage, where students test and refine their civic competencies through real-life application. Empirical evidence supports the civic potential of PBL: Sari (2018) reported that PBL improved students’ sense of responsibility and active participation, while Prihatin et al. (2021) found that well-implemented PBL significantly enhanced creative thinking and the originality of student work. Wilf et al. (2023) further emphasized that integrating PBL into Social Studies fosters authentic civic engagement by linking personal experience to community action.
3.3 Reflective and Expressive Tools that Amplify Student Voice
Participants emphasized the importance of classroom practices that encouraged them to express their ideas, critically reflect on societal issues, and creatively advocate for change. These reflective and expressive tools gave students a platform to articulate their thoughts freely, process their experiences, and share messages with broader audiences—thus cultivating confidence, critical awareness, and civic agency. Teachers provided multiple channels for this expression, ranging from verbal discussions to written reflections, creative outputs, and media-based inspiration. The analysis identified four key subthemes: (1) open sharing of opinions, (2) reflection paper, (3) infographics and poster-making, and (4) inspirational videos.
3.3.1 Open Sharing of Opinions
Open classroom dialogue emerged as a cornerstone of democratic pedagogy, empowering students to participate without fear of judgment. P5 noted that their teacher encouraged discussions beyond textbook content, fostering mutual respect among peers: “We also share our thoughts, and we respect each other’s thoughts. That helps us understand more.” P6 valued their teacher’s affirmation—“Your voice matters”—which motivated them to speak up even when unsure of their answers. P7 emphasized the freedom to share ideas without fear of grammatical errors, while P8 appreciated encouragement to discuss current community and national issues. P10 highlighted that teachers modeled respect in civic discourse, teaching them to voice opinions constructively.
Such accounts illustrate how deliberative classrooms (Hess & McAvoy, 2015) cultivate not only academic dialogue but also democratic dispositions, listening skills, and civic confidence. Lo (2025) found that structured classroom talk, grounded in relevant content, promotes mutual concern, open-mindedness, and perspective-taking—qualities essential in polarized contexts. Similarly, McGuire et al. (2025) stress that a powerful Social Studies classroom centers learner voices, while Pevzner (2021) and Roncesvalles et al. (2024) emphasize that curricula rooted in democratic values prepare students for critical engagement with political systems, rights, and responsibilities.
3.3.2 Reflection Paper
Written reflection provided another avenue for deep processing of civic issues. P10 recalled writing a reflection paper on a local garbage problem, after which their teacher encouraged actionable follow-up by suggesting they write a formal letter to local officials. 
This aligns with Kolb’s (1984) reflective observation stage, where learners analyze their experiences to identify possible actions. Dizon (2022) notes that reflection is integral to citizenship education, as it strengthens students’ capacity to analyze and respond to social problems. Studies further show that alternating direct experience with guided reflection increases both motivation and the likelihood of applying civic learning beyond school (Hung et al., 2023). Denton and Ellis (2023) similarly found that open-ended reflective prompts in Social Studies encouraged students to articulate more nuanced and personal insights.
3.3.3 Infographics and Poster-Making
Creative advocacy projects transformed civic concerns into visual and public-facing messages. P7 shared that their teacher’s statement—“You are not too young to care”—motivated them to create posters and infographics addressing issues within their barangay or on social media.
These activities merge artistic expression with social responsibility, making complex issues accessible to peers and community members. Wui et al. (2025) observed that participatory and digitally literate learning environments enhance youth socio-political engagement, while Olayinka and Nandap (2023) found that students taught with infographics outperformed peers using conventional methods, demonstrating increased understanding and retention.

3.3.4 Inspirational Videos
Multimedia exposure also emerged as a catalyst for civic engagement. P1 described how video clips showcasing the positive impacts of community participation inspired them to get involved in local initiatives.
Such audiovisual resources can spark emotional engagement and moral motivation when coupled with reflective dialogue (Jenkins et al., 2016). Gürkan and Hakkoymaz (2022) demonstrated that storytelling in Social Studies improves critical and empathetic thinking, while Okonkwo et al. (2022) recommend integrating audiovisual documentaries to increase students’ interest and investment in civic learning.
Table 2. Students’ Perceived Roles of Social Studies in Promoting Civic Engagement
	Major Themes
	Subthemes
	Sample Statements

	Social Studies as a Foundation for Developing Empathy and Social Accountability
	Empathy as a Civic Disposition 
	“As students, we understand that we have a role to play in our community, even if we are still young. ..It helps me realize that I am not just a student, but also part of a bigger community. By following rules, being respectful, and caring for others, we can show love and care in our society.” – Participant 3

	
	Internalization of Civic Values 
	”Social Studies helps us to understand that being a citizen does not just mean living in the country. It means we have responsibilities like following rules, helping others, and being informed.” - Participant 5


	Social Studies as a Catalyst for Critical Awareness and Active Civic Participation
	Fostering Political and Social Awareness 
	Social Studies helps and teaches me to get involved in the community, especially when it comes to social issues that are tackled in society nowadays...For me, Social Studies is helpful in everyday life because it is like a path that guides us, especially when it comes to choosing our leaders who will sit in politics.” – Participant 2

	
	Promoting Critical Thinking for Civic Action 
	“Social Studies is an eye-opener to me because it helps us to understand our role as citizens. It teaches us that we have responsibilities, like being informed, voting wisely, and speaking out against injustices...I understand that my voice matters, especially in a democratic country.” – Participant 4

	
	Encouraging Community Engagement and Participation 
	“I realize that as youth, we have a voice. Social Studies helps us understand that even if we are not yet voters, we already have a role in helping the community.” – Participant 8




3.4 Social Studies as a Foundation for Developing Empathy and Social Accountability
Participants consistently expressed that Social Studies plays a pivotal role in shaping their moral compass and guiding their behavior toward others. They recognized that the subject extends beyond historical knowledge, functioning as a medium for developing empathy and instilling civic values that influence their day-to-day decisions and community involvement. Through lessons that emphasize respect, responsibility, and awareness of others’ needs, students learned to connect classroom concepts with real-life social interactions. Analysis of participant narratives revealed two interrelated subthemes: (1) empathy as a civic disposition and (2) internalization of civic values.
3.4.1 Empathy as a Civic Disposition
For many students, Social Studies functioned as a training ground for perspective-taking and community-oriented thinking. P1 reflected that the subject is “not just about history” but about applying insights to foster empathy and compassion in everyday life. P3 emphasized that civic engagement begins with small yet meaningful acts—“By following rules, being respectful, and caring for others, we can show love and care in our society.” P5 underscored that civic responsibility involves concrete behaviors such as obeying laws, helping others, and remaining informed about societal issues. P6 noted that Social Studies encouraged them to think beyond personal needs, fostering a sense of belonging to and responsibility for the broader community.
These accounts resonate with research linking empathy to prosocial behavior and active citizenship (Eisenberg et al., 2010). Dalimunte (2025) argued that effective Social Studies instruction can cultivate an empathetic generation, while Hidayah and Sujastika (2024) found that integrating democratic values, argumentation skills, and empathy training strengthens civic dispositions, enhances political awareness, and increases student participation in community life. Dizon (2022) similarly identified empathy and peaceful coexistence as core outcomes of the K to 12 Junior High School Economics curriculum in the Philippines. Oluwagbohunmi and Alonge (2023) further highlighted empathy as a 21st-century civic competency, essential for fostering constructive responses to social challenges. Collectively, these findings affirm that embedding empathy into civic learning not only humanizes democratic participation but also fortifies community cohesion.
3.4.2 Internalization of Civic Values
Participants also described Social Studies as pivotal in embedding enduring civic values into their identity as citizens. P3 shared that, even at a young age, they saw themselves as part of a “bigger community” with the capacity to contribute to positive change. P5 reframed citizenship as an active practice rather than a mere legal status—requiring adherence to rules, assistance to others, and informed decision-making.
This process reflects Kolb’s (1984) abstract conceptualization stage, where repeated engagement with civic principles leads to the integration of values into enduring moral frameworks that guide future actions. Such internalization is particularly critical in the context of globalization, rapid technological shifts, and evolving societal needs, where citizens must be informed, critical thinkers capable of social reform (Sim & Kho, 2024). Dizon (2022) found that the Philippine K to 12 curriculum explicitly positions students as active contributors to national development, while Pasion (2019) demonstrated that consistent exposure to Social Studies significantly influences students’ behaviors, embedding civic values into their identities. When these values are fully internalized, students are more likely to demonstrate consistent, responsible participation in both community life and democratic governance.
3.5 Social Studies as a Catalyst for Critical Awareness and Active Civic Participation
Participants repeatedly emphasized that Social Studies goes beyond academic content, functioning as a transformative platform that shapes their political awareness, critical thinking skills, and motivation to participate in civic life. They articulated that the subject not only informs them about social and political structures but also empowers them to act—whether by speaking out against injustices, participating in community initiatives, or making informed political choices. Analysis of their accounts revealed three interrelated subthemes: (1) fostering political and social awareness, (2) promoting critical thinking for civic action, and (3) encouraging community engagement and participation.
3.5.1 Fostering Political and Social Awareness
Students consistently associated Social Studies with a deeper understanding of societal issues, political systems, and their roles as citizens. P2 described the subject as a “path that guides us,” particularly in choosing competent leaders. At the same time, P6 underscored its role in recognizing rights and identifying when government actions are unjust, affirming its ability to “speak and do something, even if it is small.” For P6, the subject also connected classroom discussions with real-world observations, such as linking lessons on corruption or education issues to news reports, thereby fostering a habit of critically engaging with current events. 
This alignment between classroom learning and lived realities mirrors the essential goal of civic education: to integrate political literacy with active awareness (Dalimunte, 2025). Dalimunte argued that Social Studies equips learners to act as adaptive agents of change, capable of collaborative problem-solving for sustainable development. Canuto (2022) similarly stressed that cultivating inquiry skills is central to empowering Filipinos to live meaningfully as active members of society. Curricula grounded in democratic values prepare students to critically analyze political systems, rights, and responsibilities (Pevzner, 2021; Roncesvalles et al., 2024). In the Philippine context, Dizon (2022) found that citizenship education embedded in the K to 12 curriculum emphasizes advocacy for economic, civil, political, and social rights as a core civic duty.
3.5.2 Promoting Critical Thinking for Civic Action
Participants portrayed Social Studies as an “eye-opener” (P4) that sharpened their analytical skills and deepened their grasp of justice, equality, and democratic processes. Discussions on contemporary issues such as poverty and corruption helped P4 realize that “being informed is already a step to involvement”, prompting participation in civic discussions and school-based initiatives. P9 viewed the subject as vital for “preparing us to engage responsibly with global and local issues” by clarifying how laws, elections, and activism function.
Such engagement reflects student-centered and constructivist pedagogies—including problem-solving, inquiry-based learning, and debate—that are consistently associated with improved critical thinking skills (Anggraeni et al., 2023; Nasrikin, 2021; Putera et al., 2024; Searles, 2022). Sasmita et al. (2022) stressed that teacher-led innovations in lesson design are pivotal for enhancing critical thinking within Social Studies classrooms. Broader evidence confirms that the effectiveness of these approaches depends on curriculum quality, teacher preparation, and consistent application (Ishtiaq et al., 2024; Muhammad, 2020; Syamsiar et al., 2024). By positioning students to examine evidence, explore multiple perspectives, and apply reasoning to real-world problems, Social Studies lays the foundation for informed and intentional civic action.
3.5.3 Encouraging Community Engagement and Participation
Beyond awareness and analysis, Social Studies inspired students to take part in community life. P1 credited the subject with teaching them “how to get involved” in local initiatives, while P4 said it “opens my eyes to what is happening” and motivates active citizenship. P7 expanded this understanding, noting that civic responsibilities extend beyond governmental roles to include individual contributions to societal change. Similarly, P8 recognized that even non-voting youth have meaningful roles in community improvement. For P10, the subject encouraged a more profound commitment to “care about what is happening around us” and to contribute directly to local solutions. 
These perspectives align with findings that Social Studies education bridges the gap between civic understanding and civic participation by fostering agency and responsibility (Dalimunte, 2025). Dizon (2022) emphasized that Philippine citizenship education positions learners as active contributors to national well-being. Service-learning and community service components embedded in Social Studies curricula have been shown to improve academic performance, civic responsibility, and interpersonal skills while increasing long-term motivation for participation (Mutoni Uwase, 2025; Ranoco, 2025). Canuto (2022) further argued for reorienting the curriculum from a narrow focus on quantifiable assessment toward developing communitarian attitudes that strengthen both individual well-being and collective social progress.. 
4. Conclusion

This study highlights the pivotal role of Social Studies education in cultivating civic engagement among senior high school students in the Philippine context. Drawing from the experiences of the participants, the findings illuminate how targeted pedagogical approaches, rooted in authenticity, collaboration, reflection, empathy, and active participation, collectively transform civic learning from a theoretical exercise into a lived democratic practice.
First, community-immersive strategies, encompassing both investigative and service-oriented engagements, proved instrumental in bridging classroom instruction with the social realities of students’ communities. By embedding learners in authentic civic contexts, Social Studies teachers nurtured not only an awareness of pressing societal challenges but also the skills, empathy, and agency essential for democratic participation. These results reinforce the value of experiential, place-based learning as a driver of civic empowerment among youth.
Second, collaborative and interactive activities emerged as powerful conduits between civic theory and civic practice. Group discussions, simulated leadership roles, structured debates, and project-based learning created participatory spaces where students could rehearse democratic processes, negotiate differing perspectives, and refine problem-solving skills. Such strategies affirm the transformative potential of Social Studies when students are positioned as active agents of civic action rather than passive recipients of content.
Third, reflective and expressive tools amplified student voice by offering multiple and inclusive platforms—oral, written, visual, and media-based, for processing civic issues and advocating for change. These pedagogies highlight that civic engagement requires more than active involvement; it demands opportunities for critical self-reflection and creative expression that make civic learning personally meaningful and socially relevant.
Fourth, the cultivation of empathy and civic values demonstrated Social Studies’ role in shaping students’ moral and social identities. By embedding respect, responsibility, and awareness of others’ needs into classroom practice, the subject fostered emotional intelligence and ethical grounding. This affective dimension strengthens the commitment of young people to act responsibly and compassionately within their communities.
Finally, the study underscores Social Studies as a catalyst for political literacy, critical awareness, and active participation. Lessons that encourage critical analysis of political systems, rights, and responsibilities—paired with tangible opportunities for civic engagement- equip students with the intellectual capacity, moral compass, and practical skills necessary for meaningful democratic participation.
In essence, the findings reveal that Social Studies, when taught through experiential, reflective, and participatory approaches, serves as a powerful lever for developing informed, empathetic, and socially responsible citizens. The implications are clear: curriculum developers, teacher educators, and policymakers should prioritize the integration of community-based experiences, collaborative learning, and structured reflection into Social Studies programs to ensure that civic education not only informs but also empowers the next generation of active democratic participants.
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