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A world-wide program in the social studies 
Here is a course for secondary schools that has al ready been partially introduced in New York. Its author Leonard 
.S. Kenworthy was the first director of the UNESCO division on international understanding, where he worked with 
.Joseph Lauwerys. He has been a member of the WEF for many years, and is now at Brooklyn College, City Univer-
sity, New York. · 

Is it conceivable that someday in the not too 
·distant future we will have some courses of 
study in our various nations that are not 
identical but have some common charac
teristics? Right now that seems like an im
possible dream. But in a world which is be
coming increasingly interdependent and in 
which educators are exchanging ideas more 
and more, it is possible that we can move 
toward some commonality in curricula. At 
least it is not too soon for pioneer educators 
to be thinking in terms of world-wide pro
grams. If today's pupils will need to function 
tomorrow as citizens of the world as well as 
citizens of their own nations, some such com
monality is desirable and even essential. 

Probably such programs can be developed 
most easily in mathematics and the sciences. 
In fact some progress has already been made 
in this respect in mathematics with the de
velopment of 'the new math' in parts of Africa 
along lines similar to the new math in the 
United States. In a sense these two fields are 
more international than literature and the 
social studies. Some persons think that music 
and art are two other fields in which some 
commonality already exists. There is even an 
expression that says that music and art are 
international. However, both are usually ex
pressions of specific cultures, even though the 
desire to enjoy and express oneself in these 
forms is international- or human. 

In no aspect of our curricula is commonality 
more desirable than in the social studies. Yet 
it is this cluster of disciplines which is the 
most difficult to develop on a world-wide 
scale. It is through the social studies that 
nationalism is fostered. Therefore many edu
cators are opposed to efforts to internationa
lize curricula in this broad field . Even the 
term social studies is suspect in many 
national systems of education. 

Nevertheless a search for some common 
features in the social studies programs of 
various nations has begun. It has taken place 
in some of the regional and international 
seminars convened by Unesco and by the 
World Federation of United Nations Asso
ciations. Some suggestions along these lines 
have been made in a few of the Unesco pub
lications on the teaching of geography and of 
history and on approaches to the study of 
the United Nations and its agencies. Some 
feeble efforts have also been made by a few 
of the schools in Unesco's Associated 
Schools Project and by the international 
schools located largely in Europe. The search 
for some common features has also been 
strengthened by the consultations among a 
few nations in their production of textbooks. 
This has been especially true in the Scandi
navian countries. 

Probably the most ambitious proposal to date 
along these lines was made by this writer to 
the World Conference on Education, which 
was held in Asilomar, California, in 1970. This 
proposal appeared in the booklet on 'The 
International Dimension of Education ' pub
lished by the Association for Supervision and 
Curriculum Development in Washington, D.C. 
as one of the papers for that conference. It 
is presented here in a somewhat different 
form in order to stimulate further thinking by 
frontier educators in different parts of the 
world on one way of promoting a world-wide 
program in the social studies or social 
sciences. 

This proposal is predicted upon the assump
tion that nations will continue to be the pri
mary governmental units in the world for a 
long time to come and that education for 
nationalism or nationhood will and should 
continue as one main thrust of school sys
tems everywhere. At the same time, however, 



it assumes that an international community 
already exists and will become increasingly 
important in the foreseeable future. There
fore education for living in the international 
community will have to become a parallel 
feature of all school systems. 

As the eminent Indian educator, and former 
President of the World Education Fellowship, 
K. G. Saiyidain, pointed out in his book on 
'Education and the Art of Living', " We must 
not interpret loyalty to the idea of a world 
community as inconsistent with national loy
alty to the idea of a world community as in-

Year in 
School Basic Theme 

1. Individuals and Families Locally and in 
Other Parts of the Nation 

2. Individuals and Families in Selected 
Parts of the Rest of the World 

3. The Local Community and Communities 
in Other Parts of the Nation 

4. Communities in Selected Parts of the 
Rest of the World 

5. The Nation in Which the School is Lo
cated: Emphasizing the Contemporary 
Scene 

6. Selected Nations in Other Parts of the 
world: Emphasizing the Contemporary 
Scene 

7. History and Problems of the Nation in 
which the School is Located 

8. 

9. A Two-Year Study of the Eight Major 

consistent with national loyalty, because we 
are living both in our nation states and in a 
unified world " . Or as Leon Blum wrote in 'For 
All Mankind ' " Love of a nation and love of 
the human race ... can coexist in the same 
conscience as naturally as patriotism and love 
of family or as patriotism and religious belief." 

My proposal therefore calls for a 'twin-spira t 
curriculum' in the social studies, concentrat
ing upon the national and the international 
scenes. In chart form this twin-spiral plall 
would look like this: 

Application Locally and 
to the Nation in 

Which the School 
Is Located 

X 

X 

X 

X 

X 

Application to Other 
Parts of the World 

X 

X 

X 

Cultural Regions of the World x 

10. X 

11. The Nation in which the School is Lo-
cated - In its International Setting 

12. Contemporary Problems of the Nation 
and of Other Nations 

The proposal above is based on several as
sumptions. One has already been mentioned, 
namely, that school systems will need in
creasingly to th ink of the international as well 
as the local and national dimensions of edu
cation. 

X 

X 

A second assumption is that the expanding 
horizons theory of social studies is archaic, 
outmoded, and even detrimental to children 
today. That theory, so well intrenched in the 
United States and in many other nations, 
assumes that children should be introduced 



first to local families, then to the local neigh
borhood and community, and to states and 
regions. By their fifth year in school they are 
introduced to the history of their own country, 
followed by the history of countries nearby. 
According to this theory, children would not 
learn about space and trips to the moon 
until many years after they had entered 
school. In a world in which most children have 
already been exposed through television to 
aspects of the world and even to travel in 
space before they enter school, this curricu
lum theory is no longer valid . 

A third assumption, however, is that children 
should examine increasingly larger units of 
society, starting with families, moving on to 
communities, then to nations, next to the 
major cultural areas of the world, and finally 
to the international community. The new as
pect of this proposal is that boys and girls 
would study these units in other parts of the 
world as well as in their own nation. However, 
they would study these smaller units first in 
their own nation because they have at least 
some experimental background there. Then 
they would test and extend the concepts and 
generalizations learned in the first of the two
year sequences by applying them to units of 
society in other parts of our planet. For ex
ample, a study would be made in their first 
year in school of families locally and in their 
own nation. In their second year in school 
they would study a limited and carefully selec
ted group of families in other parts of our 
globe. 

A fourth assumption is that studies at all 
grade levels would be interdisciplinary in 
nature, drawing upon all the social sciences. 
Surely one cannot study any community, for 
example, without attention to its geography, 
its economies, its government, its people 
(anthropology and sociology) , and to some 
extent its history. In the study of different 
families, communities, nations, and cultures 
the emphasis should probably vary, but all 
facets should be included. For instance, a 
study of New York City might accent its 
geography, a study of Tokyo might emphasize 
its economics, and a similar study of Bangkok 
might feature its people and its architecture. 

A fifth assumption is that boys and girls 
should be encouraged to wrestle with current 
problems far earlier than is done in most 
school systems at present. Even in the early 
years in school, they would wrestle with some 
of the problems of family life commensurate 
with their age and maturity. By their 7th or 
8th year in school they would spend a year on 
national problems. And in their 12th year in 
school they would grapple with some of the 
world-wide problems of our time. 

A sixth assumption is that better learning will 
take place in the social studies if boys and 
girls are assisted in discovering for them
selves the major concepts and generaliza
tions of the various social sciences. For in
stance, the central concept of conflict would 
be studied in families, in communities, in 
one's own nation and other nations, in the 
major cultural regions of the world, and then 
in the international community. The same 
would be true of the 40-50 major concepts of 
the social sciences, such as site location, 
interdependence, money and markets, dif
ferent types of families, continuity, and 
change. These and other concepts would be 
studied repeatedly over a period of years 
with increasingly sophisticated treatment. 

A seventh assumption is that we are now 
trying to study too many topics in most social 
studies programs and consequently studying 
them superficially. Instead, we need to con
centrate on fewer topics and approach them 
in greater depth. For example, in a fairly 
recent textbook by Preston, Emerson and the 
Schraders, called 'Four Lands, Four Peoples' 
(Boston, Heath, 1966), pupils in the United 
States study only Egypt, Switzerland, India, 
and Brazil in their sixth grade year rather 
than the 30 or more nations so often touched 
upon in this year of study. In a very recent 
volume by Shorter, Starr, Wass and Ken
worthy, entitled 'Eleven Nations' (Lexington, 
Massachusetts, Ginn, 1972), pupils study 
England, Germany, the USSR, Nigeria, Egypt, 
Israel, India, China, Japan, Brazil, and Guate
mala. (A series of single nation paperbacks 
supplements this volume, making a wider 
selection possible) . 



Careful selection of the topics to be studied 
in depth therefore becomes crucial in the 
proposal being outlined here. The eighth as
sumption is that the families and communities 
from one's own nation should represent a 
broad spectrum and that the nation abroad 
should be selected on the basis of several 
factors, the most important being that they 
represent the eight major cultural-geographi
cal regions of the world. This proposal merely 
suggests a broad frame of reference for 
schools in many nations, providing for about 
equal time between the study of various 
facets of their own country and of other coun
tries. It is only one of many ways in which we 
might move toward a little more commonality 
in programs in the social studies. 

Perhaps you have decided that this is a very 
ambitious and visionary approach, even 
though you grant that it is novel , innovative, 
and even forward-looking in scope. If so the 
writer hastens to add that several school sys
tems in the New York metropolitan area have 

adopted all or part of this general approach 
and that a series of textbooks from grade one 
through grade eight has just been issued by 
one of the largest textbook publishing houses 
in the U.S.A., (Ginn & Co.) based on this plan. 
Therefore this program is more than a gleam 
in the author's eye; it is a reality. The writer 
recognizes that this is easier to do in a nation 
with a decentralized system of curriculum 
planning than in a nation with a highly cen
tralized system. 

Nevertheless it is hoped that this broad plan 
for a world-wide social studies program has 
features in it which will stimulate your think
ing and action. What parts of it appeal to you? 
What aspects of it would you question or re
ject? What parts of it could you apply in your 
school system or nation now? What parts 
would you press for in the foreseeable future? 
These are some of the questions which you 
might want to answer after reading this pro
posal. 


