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Changing the Social Studies Curriculum: 
Some Guidelines and a Proposal 

I N MANY schools and school systems across the 
United State~ t?day, social s_tu_dies teachers, cur
riculum speoahsts, and admmistrators are aware 

of the need for drastic changes in social studies cur
ricula. They recognize that the explosion of knowl
edge, developments in the social sciences, research on 
learning, changes in the United States and in the 
world as a whole, as well as other factors, demand a 
rigorous reexamination of our offerings in the broad 
field of the social studies. 

This ferment in the social studies is long overdue 
and welcome to many of us. Yet the changes that are 
being suggested are so diverse and in many cases so 
unrealistic that the movement for curriculum reform 
now carries as much peril as it does promise. 

It seems to this writer that we are moving in three 
different directions at the present time in curriculum 
changes. Some proposals call for a recapitulation of 
the history of the human race by children, who have 
almost no conception of time. Such proposals make 
history the "carrier" even in the primary grades, a 
proposition which is contrary to what we know 
about child growth and development. Another set of 
proposals pits one discipline against another in a 
free-for-all fight among the various social sciences. 
Economic educators call for a program, K-12. An
thropologists demand equal time and attention. So 
do the geographers and the historians. Belatedly the 
political scientists and the sociologists may be ex
pected to make their demands. 

Another group of proposals seem to this writer to 
be much more appropriate. Although differing 
widely in content, in grade placement, and even in 
approach, they appear to agree on certain essentials. 
Among the essentials are the need for greater empha
sis upon the world scene and an early introduction of 
children to the world as a whole; emphasis upon the 
contemporary scene in the early grades; the use of 
content from all the social sciences without setting 
up separate courses from K-12 for them; the central
ity of problem-solving as a means of encouraging crit
ical thinking; the importance of organizing the cur
riculum around concepts, generalizations, or big 
ideas; and the recognition of research in child 
growth and development as well as research in cogni-
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tive learning. Su ch proposals seem to retain the bes_t 
features of our old curriculum while adding new di
mensions which are warranted b)"'the times and our 
knowledge of children, society, and learning. 

SOME QUESTIONS FOR CURRICULUM PLANNERS 

vVith so many groups now interested in curricu
lum change, it seems highly important to_have some 
guidelines for their consideration. Otl~erwise they are 
likely to spend an undue amount of time a~d energy 
examining the welter of proposals now available ~nd 
become confused by the divergent plans they review. 
Too often in recent months curriculum groups have 
finally settled for a potpourri plan, with a little 
taken from each of the best-known curriculum pro
posals, even though they may be based upon utterly 
different rationales. 

Once a group has explored some of the recent 
trends in the social studies through such volumes as 
Edwin Fenton's The New Social Studies (Holt, Rine
hart and Winston, I967), Mark M. Krug's History and 
the Social Sciences: N ew Approaches to the T eaching 
of Social Studies (Blaisdell Publishing Company, 
I967), or John S. Gibson's New Frontiers in the So
cial Studies (Citation Press, 1967), they should be 
ready to formulate certain criteria for their new cur
ricuia. These could be stated as propositions or they 
could be formulated as questions. 

Here are 22 such propositions, drawn in part from 
an introductory statement to the new course of study 
in the social studies for Fair Lawn, New Jersey. In 
the original statement these were posited as proposi
tions. They have been changed here into questions in 
order to stimulate more thought on the part of read
ers. The wording and even some of the points have 
been altered in this presentation. 

I. Can we plan a comprehensive, cumulative, and 
coherent program for the entire range of grades from 
kindergarten through grade I2? Too often in the past 
there has been little communication among the per
sonnel of the various levels in our educational sys
tems in planning curricula. Such a situation needs to 
be avoided today as n ew programs are formulated. 
Unless there are very serious obstacles to overcome, 
social studies programs today need to b e planned for 
at least the K-12 range. In some instances this range 
can even be extended to the K-14 span. 
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" How can we utilize all the social science disci
plines in our over-all social studies program K-I2? Any 
program today in the social studies needs to draw 
upon all the social sciences-economics, geography, 
political science, anthropology, sociology, and his
tory, plus individual and social psychology. In secon
dary schools there may be need for some specialized 
courses, especially in the senior year, with emphasis 
upon one of the social science disciplines, but for 
most of the courses this is not necessary. In fact, it 
seems to this writer unwarranted and wrong. To 
study a family, a community, a country, or a culture, 
one needs to draw upon all the social sciences. 

Probably the best way to do this in setting up 
courses of study is to list the concepts or generaliza
tions from each of the various social sciences which 
apply to the theme for the year. 

3· Can we focus at every grade level on an under
standing of people? To many of us the raison d'etre 
of social studies teaching is to help boys and girls to 
understand themselves and others in order that they 
may comprehend life better, cope with it more effec
tively, contribute to the general welfare, and share in 
the benefits of organized group life. To do this we 
study people in the present and in the past in differ
ent places. We see them living in groups and having 
relationships (anthropology-sociology). \1\Te observe 
them in different plilces (geography). \1\Te watch them 
as they earn a living and develop systems for the ex
change of goods and services (economics). We analyze 
their organized activities through governmental units 
(political science). We examine their systems of 
values (ethics, philosophy, and religion). We attempt 
to understand and appreciate their creativity (the 
arts). We attempt to understand their lives in terms 
of time (history). At every grade level the social stud
ies should focus on people in these varied activities. 

4· How much emphasis should be placed upon the 
con temporary scene? One of the reasons pupils do 
not take to the social studies is because they do not 
see its relevance in their own lives. History can be 
significant when it helps to explain the present. But 
all too often it is studied in strict chronological fash
ion without much application to the contemporary 
scene. 

Certainly we need to concentrate much more than 
we now do on the present and the future. In the 
early grades, before the sense of time has been devel
oped, the focus in the social studies should certainly 
be on the present. Even in a two-year sequence on 
world history or world cultures, the introduction to a 
culture should be on the present, with a "throw 
back" to the past to see how that culture developed. 
And at several points there should be an intensive 
study of the problems of contemporary society, in
cluding at least a year in the junior high school and 
a year in the senior high school. 

5· What are the units of society which young chil
dren can comprehend best? Certainly every curricu
lum planning group needs to consider the question 
of which aspects of society children can understand 
best in the primary and middle grades. In the past 
we have said that the family and the community 
were the units they could cope with best. That is 
probably still true, although we do not need to limit 
ourselves now to the families of children in a given 
class or the local community. In today's world chil
dren's range of understanding should include fami
lies and communities in other parts of the United 
States and some selected families and communities in 
other parts of the world. 

6. What attention should be devoted to the United 
States today? For some strange reason we have in
cluded a study of many countries today in our socia l 
studies programs for elementary schools, usually at 
the sixth-grade level, yet we have not considered it 
important to study our own country in its conteii!
porary setting, except for a regional approach to ge
ography, usually at the fourth-grade level. This 
writer feels strongly that every child in our schools 
needs to spend at least half a year examining the 
United States today, probably at the fifth-grade level, 
before studying other nations of the world. This is a 
point which curriculum planners might well discuss 
as they project any new plan for the social studies K-
12. They might also discuss the merits of a year of 
contemporary local and national problems at the ju
nior high school level when pupils are becoming in
terested in the world about them and in confronting 
the problems which adults diswss so often and often 
so vehemently. 

J. How can we prevent the repetitions in U.S. his
tory which we have had in the past? One of the 
curses of present social studies programs is the repeti
tion of United States history in the fifth , eighth, and 
eleventh grades. We get on the merry-go-round with 
Columbus (or the Vikings) and make the same 
rounds all three times. Some planners try to rectify 
this situation by chopping American history into 
halves, giving the colonial period to elementary chil
dren and the periods since the Civil \1\Tar to junior or 
senior high school pupils. There is absolutely noth
ing to warrant such a division. 

Isn't it possible to approach our national history 
in different ways in the elementary, junior, and se
nior high schools? Could we not, for example, "post
hole" our history for elementary school children, get
ting them to examine a few periods, such as the 
17oo's, the 177o's and 178o's the 184o's, the 186o's, 
the 19oo's, and the 193o's? Could we not organize our 
junior high school courses around 25 or 30 of the 
great decisions in our history, such as "Who Shall 
Control the ew World?", "How Can \t\Te Prevent 



Slavery?", or "What Is the Unfinished Business of 
Our Democracy?" Then we could organize the senior 
high school approach by themes or topicsr such as 
Our Land, Our People, Americans Earning a Living, 
The Development of Our Democracy, and Living 
"\1\Tith Our World Neighbors-Past and Present. 

If we need to study our history three different 
times, such variety should enhance interest and 
learning. 

8. To what extent should the world outside the 
United States be studied in social studies courses? In 
the past we have postponed any study of the world 
outside the U.S.A. to at least the sixth grade and neg
lected large parts of the world in our secondary 
school programs. This was understandable in the 
past but it cannot be defended in today's world. Boys 
and girls need to be introduced early to the entire 
world and our programs in the social studies at the 
secondary level need to be extended to include non
western as well as western history. 

"\1\Tould it be possible for us to study a few selected 
families in different parts of the world in grade two, 
after a study of selected families of the U.S.A. in 
grade one? "\1\Tould it be possible to study certain se
lected communities of the world in grade four after 
an analysis of severa l communities of the U .S.A. in 
grade three? 

Could we devote two years to a study in grades 
nine and ten of the eight major cultures of the 
world, starting with the present and then delving 
into the past of each culture in order to understand 
how it developed? 

And could we have a contemporary world prob
lems course in the twelfth grade? 

These are ways which various school systems 
have devised recently in order to give better coverage 
to the entire world in social studies scope and se
quences. 

9· Should we include attention to the urbanization 
of the United States and other parts of the world in 
ow· social studies programs? Certainly one of the 
most important current developments in our own 
country and in other parts of the world is urbaniza
tion. By the year 2000 experts predict that 85 to go 
percent of us in the U.S.A. will be living in cities. 
Even though the majority of the world's people sti ll 
live in villages, urbanization today is also a world
wide movement . Should this theme receive high 
priority in our social studies programs? 

Several school systems have replied in the affirma
tive in the revision of their courses of study. There 
are four places in which they h ave included this 
theme. A few schools have included the study of U.S. 
cities in the third grade and of cities i t'! various parts 
of the world in the fourth grade. Some school sys tems 
have concentrated on urbanism and urban problems 
in one year in the junior high school. Some schools 
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have devoted some attention to urbanization in U.S. 
history in the high school. A few schools have consid
ered urbanization as a world-wide problem in a 
twelfth-grade course in contemporary world prob
lem s. 

These and other proposals for including urbaniza
tion as a major theme at different points in our so
cial studies offerings merit attention by curriculum 
planners. 

1n. What attention should be given to minority 
groups in the social studies curTiculum? Man y social 
studies experts and pressure groups are demanding 
today better treatment of minorities in our schools 
and especially in our textbooks and other resources. 
They point out that passing attention to Negroes in 
Negro History "\1\Teek is not the answer to the prob
lem of identification of pupils with the mainsteam of 
American history or the development of pride in 
their past. Even less attention is devoted to 
Mexican-Americans and Puerto-Rican Americans. 
There should be no doubt about the importance of 
minority groups if we are trying to develop pride in 
our cultural pluralism. But how can this be done? 

One way is to include such minority groups in the 
study of American families in the primary grades. 
Another approach is to include much more material 
on minority groups in studies of American history. A 
third way is to consider the role of minorities in a 
course in world-wide contemporary problems, discov
ering that prejudice is not limited to the U.S.A. 

II. Should pasonal and social problems have a 
place in social studies programs? If the assumption is 
accep ted that the social studies should help pupils to 
understand themselves and others better, then per
sonal and social problems h ave a distinct place in the 
over-all programs of schools. Special attention can be 
given to them in the primary grades in connection 
with the study of individuals and fami lies. Certainly 
the year suggested in the junior high school on con
temporary problems can include some attention, as 
well, to such difficulties of boys and girls in adjusting 
to the ir families, their communities, and their coun
try and world . This would be in addition to the 
guidance work of any school system. 

I2. How can we attain se lectivity and depth? Ob
viously if much is to be added to the present curricu
lum, much must also be eliminated. One of the ways 
to meet this situation is to study fewer themes in 
greater depth. For example, not more than 12 or 14 
countries need to be studied in the sixth grade if 
families and communities in different parts of the 
world have been studied previously and the major 
cultural areas of the world are to be studied in the 
high school. The suggestions of post holing U.S. his
tory courses in the fifth grade and concentrating 
upon great decisions in the eighth grade are other 
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ways of achieving depth by selectivity. Certainly 
teachers and curriculum planners will be able to find 
other ways of attaining these goals. 

IJ. How can we provide for individual differences 
of pupils and teachers? There are many ways of pro
viding for individual differences among pupils and 
also among teachers. So far as content is concerned, 
one of the best ways is to have a relatively long list of 
topics for a grade, from which teachers can select a 
certain number of items. Or there can be a list of re
quired topics and a supplementary list of elective 
topics, to be used by teachers if they desire or by 
teachers and pupils if they choose to use them. Most 
of the provision for individual differences, however, 
will be through the methods and resources used by 
different pupils. 

I4. How can we organize our curriculum around 
concepts, generalizations, or "big ideas"? One of the 
most promising developments of recent years is the 
pinpointing of the major concepts of the various so
cial science disciplines and the use of such concepts 
or generalizations for purposes of focus in social stud
ies programs. Among the lists of such "big ideas" 
available, three are especially recommended. One is 
the list of 14 themes prepared by a committee of the 
National Council for the Social Studies and included 
in a document published by that organization under 
the title A Guide to Content in the Social Studies. A 
second is the list prepared by the California Depart
ment of Education. A third is a listing of five or six 
basic concepts in each of the social sciences listed in a 
document which may be purchased from the Wiscon
sin State Department of Education, "A Proposal for 
the Social Studies." 

With some modifications, any one of these lists 
could serve almost any planning group as the basis 
for a chart of the content and methods to be used to 
insure attention to these "big ideas" at the different 
grade levels. This is an exam pie of how teachers can 
capitalize upon the work of other groups in devel
oping social studies curricula. 

I5. Where should the stress be laid in relation to 
attitudes, skills, and knowledge? That all of these as
pects of a social studies program are important, al
most no one would deny. Education along all three 
lines needs to be kept constantly in mind in formu
lating a program and in clay-to-day teaching. Work 
on all of these phases of social education is intended 
to meet a fourth goal-that of changed (or improved) 
behavior. Because of the enormous extent of knowl
edge today and the shifting nature of some knowl
edge, many persons are beginning to lay even more 
stress than before on attitudes and skills and are be
ginning to organize knowledge around major con-
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cepts as we have already pointed out. Curriculum 
planning groups need to wrestle with this knotty 
problem and to be clear on the attitudes and skills 
they want to develop in different courses. 

I6. What emphasis should be placed on values? 
Closely allied with the attitudes aspect of social stud
ies programs, as mentioned above, is the question of 
education for values. Every curriculum guide should 
include some statement about the values to which 
teachers should give attention. Such guides need also 
to point out to teachers that few values are acquired 
by pupils from preaching. Some points need to be 
given on how values are learned, including such im
portant values today as the right to dissent in a demo
cratic society and the desirability of cultural plural
ism. 

I7. How shall we utilize the findings of recent re
sem·ch on cognitive learning and the affective do
main? Recent findings of psychologists in the cogni
tive field or the development of logical processes of 
thought have received widespread attention in recent 
months. Yet many teachers are simply not aware of 
these findings. Curriculum planners need to bring 
these findings to the attention of classroom teachers as 
well as to use them in the construction of social stud
ies curriculum plans. 

Yet the equally important findings on affective 
learning or the part of emotions in learning must not 
be forgotten. Teaching needs to be at the feeling as 
well as the fact level. We are in need of much more 
"gut level" teaching than now exists. 

If the generally accepted rules of learning were 
known by teachers and followed by them, there 
would undoubtedly be a revolution in social studies 
instruction throughout our land. 

I8. To what ex tent should methods be examined? 
Any program of social studies revision needs to in

clude considerable emphasis, too, upon methodology. 
In addition to accepted methods such as questioning, 
reading, trips, and audio-visual experiences, teachers 
need to be encouraged to do more role playing, use 
more pictures for study, use more f!annelboards, and 
employ more source materials. Above all, they need 
to be shown how to do problem solving in every as
pect of the social studies, from kindergarten through 
grade 12. Inquiry, discovery, or problem solving is 
not the only social studies method but it is probably 
the most important of all methods. 

Teachers need to realize that different aims de
mand different methods, that students learn through 
different approaches, and that variety in itself can 
often stimulate interest and therefore learning. 

Ig. What part can resources play in curriculum 
change? Undoubtedly we will continue and should 
continue to use textbooks, but there need to be many 
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changes in them in line with the new directions in 
the social studies outlined briefly in this article. But 
many teachers need to be weaned from textbooks, 
which are all too often "pacifiers" for too large a per
centage of our profession. 

One of the best ways to bring about changes in 
curriculum quickly is to introduce new materials, 
whether they be textbooks, overhead projectors and 
transparencies, source materials, or a host of other 
newer materials. 

20. Shall we explore means of complementing and 
supplementing the social studies by other subject 
fields? No one teacher can adequately delve into the 
topics which we have suggested in the time allotted 
to the social studies in most schools today. They 
could not do so even if more time were given this 
field. What is needed usually is a team of teachers. 
This is especially true in the secondary schools in 
trying to understand the life of people in other cul
tures. Experts are really needed in music, art, litera
ture, and other fields. Schools which are deeply con
cerned about learnings in the social studies field will 
therefore explore in considerable depth ways and 
means of correlating the social studies with other 
fields, with special attention to the topic of team 
teaching, particularly in any two-year sequence on 
world cultures. 

2I. What part should evaluation play in a total ex
amination of the social studies program? Of all the 
subjects mentioned in this article and of all the top
ics confronting curriculum planners, evaluation is 
probably the most important and the most neglected. 
So much of our evaluation is dependent upon tests of 
knowledge; so little of it measures behavior, skills, at
titudes, and values. 

Any group working on a revision of its total pro
gram in social studies needs to give considerable 
thought to this aspect of any program, including the 
evaluation of methods and materials as well as aims. 
Their work should probably start with an examina
tion of the Thirty-Third Yearbook of the National 
Council for the Social Studies, edited by Helen 
McCracken Carpenter and entitled simply Shill De
velopment in Social Studies. 

22. To what extent should we be concerned with 
administrative and community support? Anyone who 
has worked long in public education knows that a 
new program is doomed to failure unless it has ad
ministrative support from the beginning and that it 
may be doomed as well unless it carries considerable 
community support, especially in the social studies. 
In any new program administrative officers should be 
included from the very beginning and, if necessary, 
educated along the lines of change proposed. Early 
in the process new plans should be interpreted to the 
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key individuals and groups in the community whose 
support is essential to the adoption and success of a 
new program. 

Many of the ideas presented in the foregoing para
graphs are incorporated in the following suggestion 
or proposal of the writer for social studies K-12. An 
amplification of this proposal follows the chart that 
appears below. 

Grade 

PROPOSAL FOR A SOCIAL STUDIES CURRICULUM 

KINDERGARTEN THROUGH GRADE TWELVE 

Basic Theme 

Application . . 
local! and Applicatwn 

y t I t d to selected 0 se ec e 
parts of the parts of the 
the U.S.A. world 

K-2 Individuals and Families 
K and 
1 
2 

3-4 

3 

4 

5- 6 

5 

6 

7-8 

7 

8 

9- 10 
9 

10 

11- 12 

11 
12 

Individuals and Families Lo
cally and in the U.S.A. 

Individuals and Families in 
Selected Parts of the World. 

Communities 
The Local Community and 

Selected Communities in the 
U.S.A. 

Selected Communities of the 
World . 

Countries 

The United States Today and 
Yesterday (Postholing cer
tain periods in our history 
in the second half of the 
year) 

Selected Countries of the 
World (to be studied in 
depth). 

Basic Problems and Decisions 
in the U.S .A. 

Problems and Decisions in 
the U.S.A. Today. 

Problems and Decisions in 
the U.S.A. Yesterday. 

Cultures 

Studies in Depth of the 8 Ma
jor Cultural Areas of the 
World "Today and Yester
day," Western and Non
Western. 

The United States and t!te 
Emerging International Com
munity. 
United States History. 
Contemporary Problems in 

the U.S.A. and in Other 
Parts of the World. 

X 

X 

X 

X 

X 

X 

X 

X 

X 

x and x 



486 Social Education • May 1968 

AN EXPLAt ATION OF THIS PROPOSAL 

The proposal which is outlined on the previous 
page is an attempt by the writer to develop a course 
of study in the social studies from kindergarten 
through the twelfth grade which combines as many 
of the new ideas in our field as possible with ideas 
f~om the past. Here are some of the factors it empha
sizes: 

It rejects the old concentric circles theory of the 
curriculum and replaces it with a dual curriculum 
which emphasizes the United States and the world, 
usually in alternate years. In it there are six years de
voted to the United States and six to the world, with 
the thirteenth year devoted to a combination of the 
U.S.A. and the rest of the world. 

In every instance teachers and pupils examine 
some segment of the United States before studying a 
similar segment of society in other parts of the globe. 
This is in line with the belief that children should 
start with the here and now and move on to the dis
tant, utilizing the skills developed in studying what 
is close at hand in studying what is farther away. 

In this proposal children are first introduced to a 
variety of families, and then a number of communi
ties. Only after they have spent many months on 
these smaller units of society, do they move on to the 
study of countries and eventually of cultures, which 
are far more difficult concepts to grasp. 

In this suggested scope and sequence children in 
their early years at school concentrate upon the con
temporary scene, with only some a ttention to history 
as it relates to fami lies and communities. Increas
ingly, history is added until it becom es the main 
theme in the second half of the fifth-grade year when 
the history of the United States is introduced. 

This plan encourages depth studies by limiting the 
number of families, communities, and countries stud
ied in any given year. 

Although not shown on the chart, representative 
families, communities, and countries are selected 
from all or most of the eight major cultural regions 
of the world- the Anglo-Saxon, Latin, Germanic
Scandinavian, Slavic, Moslem, Indic, Sinitic, and Af
rican sou th of the Sahara. In most cases the families 
and commun ities will not be selected from the coun
try which pupils will study as a nation. Thus families 
will be studied in Ghana and communities in Tanza
nia, while the African countries recommended for 
study are Kenya and igeria. 

A h alf year in the fifth grade is recommended for 
the study of the contemporary scene in the United 
States, followed by a h alf year of our history. 

In order to stimulate more interest and learning 
in courses in United States history, three approaches 
are suggested at the fifth, eighth, and eleventh levels, 

including postholing, great decisions, and the topical 
or the purely chronological. 

Because of the importance of minority groups, a 
few of them are suggested as families to be studied in 
the primary grades. It is hoped that attention will 
also be given to them in the study of United States 
communities as well as in all of the courses in U.S. 
history. 

Because of the importance of urbanization, several 
cities of the United States are recommended for 
study in the third grade and several cities of the 
world (along with several villages) in the fourth 
grade. Problems of cities are included in the prob
lems courses in the seventh and twelfth grades. Of 
course some attention can be given to the topic of 
cities in our history in any or all of the courses in 
United States history. 

This proposal provides for two year sequences in 
order to provide depth and to encourage more work 
across grade lines in non-graded elementary schools 
as well as to encourage some team-teaching or plan
ning in secondary schools. 

It is assumed that persons using such a plan or 
adaptations of it would organize each year's work 
with reference to concepts, generalizations, or big 
ideas from each of the social science disciplines. 

It is also assumed that teachers using such a plan 
would use a variety of methods, with a heavy empha
sis upon problem solving. It is likewise assumed that 
they would u se a variety of resources and develop 
plans for skills, attitudes, and values, and a compre
hensive plan of evaluation . 

No attempt has been made to change the generally 
accepted pattern of three years of Un ited States his
tory except in the fifth grade where half of the year 
is devoted to the contemporary scene and half to the 
postholing of our national history. 

This plan is not just a dream of the author of this 
article. It h as been subjected to the criticisms of 
many groups, including several curriculum planning 
committees, during the past fo ur or five years. Many 
of the ideas in this proposal were suggested by su ch 
persons and incorporated into an earlier skeleton 
outline. 

Furthermore, parts of it have been adopted by 
school systems and adapted by others to mee t local 
needs and desires. Among the school systems which 
have taken at least a part of this proposal are Great 
Neck, Locust Valley, and J\Ianhasset, ew York, Fair 
Lawn and Ridgewood, ew J ersey, and Greenwich, 
Connecticut. 

It is hoped that all or some of the aspects of this 
proposal will be considered by other schools and 
school systems as they plan their social studies pro
grams ror the 1970's and beyond. 


