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THE SOCIAL STUDIES DEBACLE

he great dismal swamp of today's
school curriculum is not reading

or writing, not math or science, not
even foreign language study. It is social
studies, a field that has been getting
slimier and more tanglad ever since it
changed its name from “history”
around 1916. It is also a subject
students seldoin lie, and one that is
doing a wretched job of forging histori-
cally knowledgeable citizens with a
passion for democracy.

Consider some recent evidence:

oNearly half the high school seniors
tested in Baltimore in 1987 could not
find the United States on 2 world map.

oHalf the 400 undergraduates enroll-
ing in-their first college-level geography
course at the University of Tennessee at
Knoxville in 1984 could not find Japan
or the Middle East on a world map.
One in three could nor locate Europe.

oBarely half of American eleventh
graders in 1976 knew that each suate
elects two US. senators (and just 35
percent knew the circumstance in
which a state might have more senators
than representatives).

oOn the first-ever national assess-
ment of students’ knowledge of Ameri-
can history, conducted in early 1986,
Diane Ravitch and I discovered that
two-thirds of 21l high school juniors do
not know when Lincoln was President
or whet: the Civil War was fought, axd
that more than half fack basic under-
standing of the Constitution, The
Federalist, the Dred Scots decision, the
Emancipation Proclamatiion, Senator
Joseph McCarthy, the Scopes trial, Jim
Crow and Reconstruction. Bear in
mind: eleventh grade is the customary
year foe studying US history, and
four-fifths of the youngsters taking
part in this assessment were then en-
rolled in cuch courses.

Chester E. Finn, Jr. is assisiant secretary
Jor research and improvement in the
Department of Educatior. His most re-
cen: book (with Diane Ravitch) is What
Do Our 17-Year-Olds Know?: A Report
on the First Nationad Assessment of
History and Literature (Harper &
Row},

In education, when discontented
with the outcomes, we can usually
blame the delivery system: such famil-
iar flaws as scanty, mindless home-
work; puerile textbooks; ill-prepared
teachers; slack standards and low ex-

. pectations. The field of social studies

certainly partakes of all these transmis-
sion glitches. But the most serious fail-
ings of social studies are conceptuszl,
philosophical, even ideological. Simply
stated, what most “experts” in the field
want students to learn is not what most
parents and citizens expect them to
know. .

In face, knowledge itself is in some
peril. It was but one of five categories
in a 1981 “Statenent on Essentials”
produced by the primary professional
organization in this fieid, the Nationa!
Council for the Social Studies (NCSS).
And under this heading, as much em-
phasis was given to knowledge about
economics, social institutions, inter-
group and interpersonal relationships,
and “world-wide relatiomskine of all
sorts” as 10 geography, government,
and the “history and culture of our na-
tion and the worid.” In any case,
transmission of knowledge is not the
overriding goal of social studies, ac-
cording to another influential NCSS
statement adopted in 1983. Rather, the
main objective is “t0 prepare young
people 10 identify, understand and
work to scive the problems that face
our increasingly diverse nation and in-
terdependent world.”

The notion of “interdependency” re-
curs throughout the writings and
speeches of Jeaders in this field. Small
wonder that youngsters wind up not
knowing much about the history of the
United States or the jore of Western
civilization. The social studies avan?
garde regards anry such curricular orien-
tation as reactionary and chauvinistic.
In his presidential address 1o the NCSS
in November 1987, Florida Interna-
tional University professor Jan Tucker
warned against the “nationalization of
knowledge” and termed “global inter-
dependence”™ ‘“the most formidable
challenge 10 sodial studies in the United
States today and tomotrow.” He de-




voted the rest of an impassioned lecture
to distinguishing between the “territo-
rial state” and the “trading state. ™ The
former, which Tucker branded an ar-
chaic concept needing to be expunged
from American classrcoms, “depends
upon the direct control of territory and
military strength to provide security’
and wel-being for its citizens.” In the
trading, state, by contrast, “strength is
derived fro & nation's successful par-
ticipation in an interdependent global
trading network.” Teaching this view
of world affairs means “recognizfing]
the interests of other nations and peo-
ples as authentic. In the trading state,

a fundamental cultural reciprocity
must be assumed.”

Remember that we are not here con-
sidering the curriculum of a liberal arts
college or graduate business school. We
are cxamining what will be taught to
eight- and fifteen-year-olds, 1o boys
and girls who are ape to know Little save
what they learn in school. Cultural rec-
iprocity ist't easy if you've no idea
what a culture is or of what your own
consists.

Today’s fashionable notions in social
studies did not resukt from some abrupt
shift in the post-Vietnam, post-Water-
gate era—though doubtiess the left-

ward tilt and relativistic tendencies of
many contemporary teachers are asso-
ciated with their having come of age in
the 1960s and seventies. Rather, what
we are seeing is the accumulation of
some seventy years of curricular and
pedagogical revisionism. In fact there
is some irony in the “global™ orienta-
tion of today’s reformers, who would
have youngsters start by understanding
the oneness of all humankind before
turning to masters more specific to
themselves and their nation. For one of
the big curriculum reforms of the 1920
and thirties was the introduction into
elementary school social studies of the
“expanding environments™ approach,
whereby children are first taught about
themnselves, their families, their schools
and neighborhoods, only gradually—as
the child got older—widening the per-

spective to include more distant places
and unfamiliar foik. One might think
of today's reformers as aficionados of
*“contracting environments, " moving
from the universal to the particular.

Often, though, the panticulars are
never reached. That is why our young-
sters’ minds are filled with so little rea}
information. Following Dewey's lead,
many educators disdain “mere knowl-
edge.” For them, the supreme goal of
schooling is “problem solving,” and
nowhere is this more apparent than in
social swdies. Consider James A.
Banks's popular manual for teachers of
this field, which starts by stipulating
that the overriding goal of a “modern
social studies curriculum” is 1o help
“students develop the avility to make
reflective decisions.” As for knowledge,
Banks writes, “traditional social studies
curricula emphasize the mastery of
low-level facts, such as the names of
rivers, capital cities and important °
dates.” That tradition must now be
rooted out and replaced by a “focus on
higher levels of knowledge rather than
on facts.”




ven as 30cial studies has become &

grab bag of current events, ersatz
jon-mongering by uninformed children
and half-informed adults, it has not
played a very large role in the educa-
tion of young Americans. Elementary
school teachers typically spend ouly
minutes 8 day oa it, and if there is need
to ¢l out more time for reading or
math, those minutes may be sacrificed.
Nor does the subject loom large ia high
school. The average 1962 graduate had
accumulated jus 2.6 course credits in
social studies (out of 2} total credits
during four years of high school). Be-
most schools require during the junior
year, th> paltry requirements in social
studies cas usually be satisfied by such
electives as urbaa ecology, ir stment

¥a. criminol
tioa, violence in America, even
“Singles Living” and “A Celebration of
Life” (which turns owt to include uaits
on “death education,” ope of tods; s
trendiest topics).

If the food is tainted, one Tight re-
spond, it’s just as well the portions are
small. Why should more time and care
be levished oo 2 subject that as current-
Iy sught ranges from trivial and inef-
fectual 1o mischievous and damaging?

It's 8 risk, o doubt about it. But an
igmoraat populace is at least as worri-
some. That is why in effect we have to
fight 2 two-front war: in purge the field
of goofiness and reconceptualize its
content and tAen 10 see that more of
it is taught. To be learned as well as
taught, howeves, social studies nesds to
be allowed 10 be interesting. Certainly
the subject matter is inherently fasci-
aating: full of triumphs and tragedies,
strange happenings, But we learn from
eleventh graders who 100k part in the
1966 assessment that today's typical
history class is deathly dull: lectures by
teachers and readings from vast, plod-
ding textbooks chosen because every-
thing imaginable is “mentioned”™ but
nothing controversial is broached. Sel-
doat is thisatera-reliamg by class dis-
source materials, or field wips.

Even if soundly conceived and im-
aginatively taught, no siagle year
course in American history can do
much moce than scratch the surface of
this sprawling subject, let alone the
other history that we want ous children
10 learn: ancient civillzation, medieval
and Renaissance Exsope, moders Eu-
And what of geographty® Of where the
Nile and Amazon rivers flow, of whby
the poles are ice-capped, of the routes
taken by great explorers and where vast
human migrations weot from and to?

$




. Them there is civics, in many respects
the most difficult of these subjects to
teach because here the convictions thas
students acquire are as important as the
infmﬁontheyimbibt.uiswziveiy
simpk(andoonetooumhndn;)xo
instruct them in the differences be-

rhetoric.” Since only NCSS members
take their journal seriously, the
manifesto continues 1o resonate else.
where But don’t expect the social
studies classes in most American
schools to heed it any time soon.

tween bicameral aad unicameral legis-

latures, the workings of the electoral
college, and the theory of federalism.
But will youngsters ingest a suitable
blend of tolerance for human differ-
“ences (race, religion) and intolerance
for certain bumaa behavior (

tarianism but also a deep devotion to
* the former and a horror of the larer?

Here the problem with the social scu-
dies establishment is its refentless rela-

the “nationalization of knowledge,” he
isauﬁonin;aninnmydmmra-
mfotonepolidalorwcidm
over another. When Professor Banks
exhorts social studies teachers to ex-
punge the “wraditional” approsch, with
its “development of a tenacious and
nob-refiective nitionzlism,” and re-
place it with a “clarified and reflective
identification with the world communi-
ty,” be is signalling his own conavic-
tions. If the leaders of this fiedd do not
themselves believe that democracy is
the best of all known systems by which
10 organize 3 society and a polity, then
it isn't likely that fourteen-year-oids
studying this suject will end up think.
ing that.

purposeful ia imparing 10 alt young-
sters the koowledge and asti:udes nec.

zimmtheidahontmsoday.”
This citor and rather pointed state-

a0 the political spectrum:
Gsorge Will and Masy Futrell, by Ana
Lasders and Bill Bennert, by
Mondale and Gerald Ford, by Anthoay

ne bright spot isi this bleak land-

scape is California, where in mid-
1987 the state board of education
adopred a new curricular “framework”
that combines history, geography, and
civics into & tweive-year sequence that
also pavs close attention 1o democratic

values, 10 reasoning and thinking skills, :

and 10 such worthwhile social sciences
23 economics.

Because the new framework will in-
fluence both staze testing and texbook
adoption, it is apt to be quite influen-
tial throughout our most populous
state But it was 0o small task to forge
the consensus embodied in it. Some
participants wanted to change nothing.
Others pressed for special treatment
within the curriculum for one or
another issue, ethnic group, or view-
poinLThenm:rydommmwy
fmnmeducm‘onchiefaiu!{oni;.
who has placed curricular renewal at
the top of his agenda and who values
historical knowledge, takes democracy
seriously, and prizes cultural literacy
for all youngsters, not just the college-
bound.‘l'hepmdcouvehedbyﬂoni;
included some real historians, old-
fashioned readers, unreconstructed
patriots, and hardy trench fighters. It
100k many hours of debatz, and some
wounded egos and unfriendly feelings
are said to linger in the vicinity of
Sacramenta. But the result was worth
it

If a state ke California—and stazes
are where most important curriculsr
choices gat made—can achieve agree-
ment on & new approach to social stu- |
dies, why can't the others? In most,
alas, there is no counterpart to Hoaig
and the social srudies establishment re-
mains enamorad of process, problem
solving, and globalism. Although there
aas recently been established an un-
wieldy 44-member “national commis-
sion™ that is supposed 1o spend several
‘years and many philanthropic dollars
swrutinizing the estire field, the NCSS
is its primary organizational sponsor
and many of its members are leaders
of the oid guard. This field, in other
words, is probably incapeble of reforra-
ing itsedf. Risky though it is to urge
#:3d otiver Laymen 0 engage themaeives
in cunticular decisions, sometimes &
severe jck from outside the educatio
lublishmuuimnonlyll"f"""”
entropy. Meanwhile, most children are
emrging from most schools with only
aumdmofmnwmpg-




