Social Studies Curriculum
Revision, K—8: The Boston

Experience

embarked on an ambitious pro-

gram to develop new, city-wide
curriculum objectives and cur-
riculum tests in all subject areas.
That program presented a golden
opportunity to take a fresh look at
each field and to avoid mistakes
made in the past. As luck would
have it, there has been a good deal
of thoughtful criticism of social
studies in recent years, much of
which proved useful as we experi-
enced the difficult process of writ-
ing a philosophy, compiling sen-
sible objectives, and getting agree-
ment on all those elements. This ar-
ticle examines the state of social
studies as we found it, and presents
some basic premises and a general
statement of philosophy on which
our new curriculum is based.

IN 1981, THE Boston Public Schools

The State of Social Studies

Barr, Barth and Shermis (1977)
described the field of social studies
as “caught up in ambiguity, incon-
sistency, and contradiction . .. a
smorgasbord” (p. 1-2). Social stud-
ies educators seem to be on the de-
fensive about the back-to-basics
movement, about the demands be-
ing made by various interest groups
for a piece of the curriculum and
about allegations of a lack of aca-
demic rigor.

To add to the distress of social
studies teachers, there is evidence
that students and parents do not
have a very high regard for the sub-
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ject. John Goodlad’s (1981) study of
American schools found that stu-
dents ranked social studies as only
moderately important compared to
other subjects, and consistently felt
it was the subject they liked least.
In most areas, the status of social
studies is declining: less time is de-
voted to it in elementary and sec-
ondary schools than ever before.

For a field experiencing such
stresses and strains, there is an as-
tonishing amount of agreement on
the basic, K-12 social studies cur-
riculum. For almost 60 years, the
curriculum has been dominated by
the “expanding horizons” model.
This widely used curriculum is built
on the assumption that students
should begin studying their im-
mediate surroundings in kinder-
garten (family, neighborhood, etc.)
and move outward to the larger
world by the sixth or seventh
grade. The model also makes pro-
vision for a spiral repetition of
United States history at three grade
levels—sth, 8th and 11th—each
time in more depth. The most
commonly used, grade level topics
are summarized below:

Kindergarten—Self, home, school,
community

Grade 1—Families

Grade 2—Neighborhoods

Grade 3—Communities

Grade 4—State history/U.S. regions
Grade 5—U.S. history

Grade 6—World cultures, eastern
hemisphere

Grade 7—World geography/western
hemisphere

Grade 8—U.S. history

Grade 9-—Civics or world cultures
Grade 10—World history

Grade 11—U.S. history

Grade 12—American government



This outline has been held in
place in most schools by informal
consensus, state laws, district re-
quirements, textbook offerings and
inertia. Under the surface una-
nimity, however, a rising tide of
opposition has surfaced to certain
aspects of the expanding horizons
model. In most communities, as in
Boston, there is little agreement on
what should be taught in social
studies. Individual teachers have
their own ideas about what knowl-
edge, skills and values should be
covered at each grade level, a situa-
tion with clear implications for the
kind of curriculum we would ul-
timately develop.

Other Problems and Issues. Critics
of the current state of social studies
education have suggested other
points and issues that have had a
bearing on our forthcoming cur-
riculum, including:
¢ Many social studies teachers over-
emphasize the memorization of
facts; although factual knowledge is
important, facts are quickly for-
gotten unless they are tied together
by deeper understanding and made
part of broader themes.

* At the other end of the spectrum,
some social studies teachers—
believing that facts are
unimportant—stress only concepits,
skills and current events. Their stu-
dents emerge with little in-depth
knowledge of conventional history,
thus contributing to the public
backlash against schools that do not
provide children with what many
consider to be basic literacy in his-
tory, government, civics, economics
and so forth,

* Some social studies teachers pre-
sent material, such as abstract con-
cepts from political science and
economics, for which students in
the elementary grades are not in-
tellectually ready. Although students
may be able to parrot back some of
this information on tests, their real
understanding is limited.

* Many teachers—sometimes with
the best of intentions—tack multi-
cultural education onto the fringes
of the curriculum, relegating mate-
rial on minority groups and other

cultures to Black History Week,
Chinese New Year, etc., and paying
more attention to the exotic aspects
of other cultures (food, clothing,
songs and dances) than to the
common ground of all cultures.

* The teaching of citizenship and
values has often fallen intor one of
two traps: (a) teachers preach to
students on the virtues of certain at-
titudes and behaviors, which usually
turns students off and teaches very
little; or (b) teachers take the values
clarification approach in which they
avoid taking positions on value
questions or issues, and in which
students are allowed to espouse any
arguable position. The result in
either case is that students emerge
from school with little knowledge
of or belief in basic human values.

* The social studies curriculum has
taken on too much. In addition to
content curriculum, social studies
teachers traditionally have been
asked to take responsibility for a
major part of the job of inculcating
citizenship and humanistic values in
their students. If that were not
enough, new pieces of curriculum
have been added to social studies
without careful integration with ex-
isting content, thus overwhelming
many teachers. Such worthy topics
as global education, multicultural
education, law education, values
education, women'’s studies, nuclear
education and others, have been
tacked onto the basic expanding
horizons model, seriously over-
burdening the subject for many
teachers.

* The traditional social studies cur-
riculum includes no history before
the fifth grade, based on the as-
sumption that children are not de-
velopmentally ready to study such
an abstract subject before that
point. But, a strong argument can
be made that if history is presented
as a vivid, heroic narrative, elemen-
tary school children can learn a
great deal more than we have tradi-
tionally assumed, and will go on to
the higher grades with a knowledge
base and a feel for the subject that
will be a great advantage. The key
is that history in the elementary
grades must deal primarily with

stories about real people rather
than abstractions, and must draw on
concepts—such as courage, cow-
ardice, oppression, resentment, vic-
tory and defeat—that children ex-
perience in their own lives (Egan,
1979).

* A final weakness the critics point
out is that links are seldom forged
between the skills taught in social
studies and those taught in reading,
language arts, science and math-
ematics. In fact, these fields have
large areas of overlap, and the con-
tent knowledge acquired in social
studies can make students better
readers, writers, scientists and
mathematicians.

The net result of these and other
problems is that many teachers ig-
nore the official curriculum and fol-
low their instincts about what stu-
dents should learn. In most school
systems, this practice has been
made easier by the absence of spe-
cific grade-by-grade objectives and
testing in social studies. Many
teachers have been able to ignore
the lofty goals and curriculum out-
lines of their system and develop
their own materials for topics in
which they are interested and with
which they feel comfortable; clearly
this has happened in Boston. Social
studies may well be the area in
which central office curriculum
documents are most freely ignored.
It is also that area most often given
short shrift when public pressures
demand more attention be given to
reading, writing and mathematics.

The Shape of Our Curriculum

The status of Boston's social stud-
ies curriculum was similar to that of
most other school systems around
the country; clearly there was need
for improvement. The sentiments of
Boston teachers, and data from
other literature in the field, led to
the development of the following
goals for our K-8 curriculum:

1. There should be clear knowledge
objectives for each grade. Every
elementary and middle school
teacher should cover certain basic
information as part of a logical K-8
sequence.
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2. There should be clear skills ob-
Jjectives for each grade. Students
should move through a logical
hierarchy of social studies skills
from kindergarden through eighth
grade; those skills should be tied as
much as possible to skills in
reading/language arts and other
subject areas.

3. There should be a link between
skills and content. We should
weave content and skills together in
a symbiotic relationship so that con-
tent serves as a vehicle for teaching
skills that can be used in other situ-
ations, and so that content knowl-
edge “sticks to the children’s ribs”
and is not quickly forgotten after
the test is given.

4. Objectives should be appropriate
to students’ level. We should en-
sure that neither content material
nor skills are beyond the develop-
mental level of students in each
grade, but are appropriately
challenging.

5. There should eventually be com-
petency tests for each grade level’s
objectives. When the curriculum
and appropriate materials and sup-
port are in place, the objectives for
each grade level should be linked
to city-wide tests, which ensure that
students come out of each grade
with certain basic knowledge and
skills.

6. Teachers should bave flexibil-

#y. The city-wide curriculum
should leave decisions on methods
and materials in teachers’ hands, al-
lowing for the many different ways
to convey the same basic content
and skills. The city-wide objectives
should also allow space for teachers
to pursue material of particular in-
terest to them and to their students.
Social studies is a field in which
most teachers have pet projects and
personal avocations; as a conse-
quence, the required content cur-
riculum should take up only about
75 percent of the year, allowing 25
percent for other topics.

7. More history should be studied in
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the lower grades. We should mod-
ify the expanding horizons model
by increasing the amount of
history—vivid narrative history—
taught before the fifth grade. Be-
cause most textbooks for these
grades do not contain history, this
involves drawing on children'’s
books and other nontext materials.
It also means giving support to
teachers in using new materials and
new teaching methods.

8. Geography instruction should
expand gradually from where stu-
dents are.  The area in which the
expanding horizons curriculum
makes the most sense is physical
geography. Students should slowly
expand their knowledge of the
world and their application of ge-
ography skills, beginning with their
immediate environment and mov-
ing to the entire globe. As much as
possible, the expanding geography

. curriculum should be linked to his-

tory, sociology and other content
areas,

9. We should include other aca-
demic disciplines in the early
grades.  Social studies instruction
should focus on concepts that will
continue into high school, and in-
clude major ideas from history, ge-
ography, economics, sociology, an-
thropology and civics.

10. We showld take a different ap-
proach to citizenship and val-

ues. The social studies curriculum
should not become overburdened
with unrealistic expectations of stu-
dents and teachers. Because it is
impossible to hold students ac-
countable for believing in certain
values—or hold teachers account-
able for teaching them—we should
present these areas as part of the
knowledge curriculum. We can
hold students accountable for
having a thorough knowledge of
the origins and reasons for our cul-
ture’s values. Where preaching at
students in schools has clearly
failed as a way to inculcate values,
and where values clarification has
produced a fierce backlash from
some segments of the public, teach-

ing the origins of values through
vivid historical case studies may be
far more effective. The use of the
case study method is not mandated,
but would be recommended as an
effective technique for unifying ob-
jectives from different areas of the
curriculum into effective presenta-
tions for students.

11. We should infuse multicultural
education. Curriculum dealing
with various cultural groups should
be an integral, natural part of social
studies at every level—not a token-
istic add-on. Students should be
taught about the common human
qualities that underlie diverse cul-
tural practices, and should be
helped to experience vicariously
what it is like to be a member of
another group. Rather than stress-
ing the differences among various
racial and ethnic groups, multi-
cultural education must show stu-
dents the ways in which seemingly
different behaviors around the
world are aimed at fulfilling the
same basic human needs. Banks
(1975) provides a useful model,
which suggests that historical and
current events should be viewed
through the eyes of all the different
groups involved.

Students should also have the
chance to discuss prejudice and
stereotyping so they can recognize
them in their own lives. Learning
facts and figures about the various
ethnic, racial and religious groups
in the United States is not enough;
neither is it enough to expose stu-
dents to examples of famous black,
Native American, Hispanic, Asian or
other minority-group Americans (or
to counterstereotypical examples
such as Jewish athletes, black scien-
tists, Puerto Rican playwrights, etc.),
Students must understand vicari-
ously what it means to be the vic-
tim of prejudice and discrimination,
and be able to relate instances
where people have overcome legal
and personal barriers to equal
opportunity.

Finally, schools can neither force
students to love one another nor
can they fail students for not de-



¢ Students should also
bave the chance to discuss
prejudice and
stereotyping so they can
recognize them in their
own lives.”’

veloping desirable values. However,
we can organize a rigorous aca-
demic experience that greatly in-
creases the number of students
who have tolerant and positive atti-
tudes toward other groups, who
know the roots and development of
basic human values, who are inde-
pendent and critical thinkers, and
who participate in the body politic.

These premises and conclusions
were instrumental in developing
the following statement of philos-
ophy which, in turn, has formed the
basis for Boston’s curriculum objec-
tives.

Philosophy and Goals

The overall goal of social studies,
in conjunction with other subject
areas, is to give children access to
knowledge and information that
enables them to become creative
workers and independent thinkers,
and to respond in rational, humane
and responsible ways to the world
around them. To fulfill this ambi-
tious agenda, students need to be
taken well beyond their immediate
world and taught about a wide va-
riety of human experience so that
they find how others have an-
swered the critical questions of
human existence and how civi-
lization has developed.

Students must have a detailed
knowledge of the origins of key
American values—liberty, equality,
justice, tolerance, democracy, citi-
zen participation, privacy, due pro-
cess, human rights, the dignity of
the individual, property, self-
reliance, self-protection, etc. Ques-
tions of good and evil, and right
and wrong, must be central to the
social studies curriculum, but al-
ways in the context of detailed
knowledge of how our society ar-

rived at its particular set of defi-
nitions on value questions.

Although knowledge of our
shared culture and values is critical
to students as they face the future,
equally important is a set of skills
they can apply to new situations.
Students need to feel oriented in
the world through a thorough
knowledge of history, geography,
economics and other academic dis-
ciplines, but they also need trans-
ferable skills for the unknowable
future. Such skills include:
¢ geography skills to get infor-
mation from maps
* time and chronology skills to
make sense of events and
sequences
¢ information gathering skills that
enable them to read, listen and ob-
serve perceptively
* information-processing and
problem-solving skills to organize
and make sense of data from a
wide range of sources
* critical thinking skills to make up
their own minds about issues that
affect them
* discussion skills to interact pro-
ductively with other people of all
persuasions
» skills in presenting facts and opin-
ions orally and in writing

With a solid base of background
knowledge from a rigorous aca-
demic curriculum, and with well-
developed sets of skills such as
those listed above, students should
be ready to face the challenges of
the future—to make career deci-
sions, political decisions, consumer
decisions, and personal decisions
that are rational, responsible, hu-
mane and independent.

Beyond the Social Studies Class-
room. There are more ambitious
goals toward which we, as edu-
cators, should strive, but they are
difficult to teach directly and im-
possible to measure through com-
petency tests or even subjective as-
sessments. These broader values
and citizenship goals are listed
below as hoped-for outcomes that
can be part of the mission of each
school:

* a positive self image

* a respect for the rights of others
* a knowledge of and belief in
basic American ideals and values
* positive feelings about other eth-
nic, racial, religious, and cultural
groups
* a curiosity about the lives and
well-being of others beyond the
immediate neighborhood
* the ability to work cooperatively
with others
* a willingness to look at the world
through the eyes of others—
empathy
+ a willingness to suspend judg-
ment and weigh all sides of an
issue
* a preference for rejecting sim-
plistic solutions
» flexibility and adaptability in the
face of changing conditions
* a desire to participate actively in
the democratic process

Clearly these goals reach well
beyond the scope of social studies
classrooms and can be achieved
only if all teachers and admin-
istrators work toward them. Never-
theless, the social studies cur-
riculum is the focal point for the
development of the knowledge and
skills upon which these behaviors
and attitudes are built.
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