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I HERE can be little doubt that an 

impressive amount of innovative effort has 
been invested in the revision of the social 
studies curriculum in the past decade. A 
hundred or more major curriculum devel 
opment projects were funded at extraor 
dinarily high levels. Twenty-six of those are 
reviewed and evaluated in the November 
1972 issue of Social Education. I f one adds 
to this list the several hundred school dis 
tricts that revised their social studies pro 
grams in recent years, the activity in this 
one area of the curriculum has been very 
substantial, indeed.

Reform Efforts

Yet in surveying these efforts and evalu 
ating their impact on school practices, one 
is forced to conclude that they have not, by 
any stretch of the imagination, revolution 
ized social studies education. A social studies 
teacher of the early 1950's, who kept abreast 
of contemporary affairs and current in his 
scholarly reading, could return to many 
social studies classrooms in the 1970's and 
feel quite at home. The curriculum projects 
of the 1960's, whatever their individual 
merits, have simply not had a profound effect 
on the social studies curriculums of this 
nation.

The social studies programs that pre 
dated the reform efforts of the 1960's were

generally of two types. First there were 
those that were highly pupil-centered and 
activity-oriented. They were direct descen 
dants of ideas growing out of the Progressive 
Movement. At the elementary school level, 
these programs were characterized by their 
use of the comprehensive unit of work as an 
organizing framework. Social studies units 
were to serve as unifying centers of the total 
elementary school curriculum. At the sec 
ondary school level these programs took the 
form of the core curriculum, life adjustment, 
and so-called block programs that combined 
elements of social studies, language arts, and 
the humanities. The programs at both the 
elementary and secondary levels emphasized 
process outcomes; subject matter played an 
essential, but subordinate, role.

The second type of program common 
in the 1950's was the fact-oriented, history- 
geography centered traditional approach to 
social studies. In its worst form it was and 
is often caricatured to represent all of the 
unfortunate practices associated with lec 
ture-textbook teaching reading, reciting, 
memorizing, answering questions. In its bet 
ter form, and in the hands of an imaginative 
and inspiring teacher, this approach helped 
learners develop a deep and abiding love for 
the substance of social studies history, 
geography, government. Undoubtedly many 
of the curriculum reformers of the 1960's 
were first inspired to a lifetime commitment
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to the study of history or one of the social 
sciences by some teacher or teachers using 
approaches of this second type. Certainly the 
subject-centered, traditional programs were 
much more numerous throughout the coun 
try than were the pupil-centered, activity 
type.

It is significant that both of these ap 
proaches to social studies education came 
under criticism from the reformers of the 
early 1960's. The activity-type programs 
were found wanting because of their sub 
stantive thinness. Moreover, the nature of 
pupil involvement in them gave the im 
pression that such classrooms were "play 
schools," thereby associating them with the 
late Progressive Movement, the latter always 
a target for criticism and ridicule. With 
Sputnik orbiting the earth, the nation was in 
no mood for play schools. It wanted work 
schools.

The traditional programs also drew fire. 
They were criticized because they (a) placed 
too much emphasis on memorization of facts, 
(b) were often inaccurate in subject matter 
or in emphasis, (c) ignored large portions of 
the world, (d) were dominated by history 
and geography, (e) developed little depth 
of understanding, (f) did not develop inde 
pendent methods of inquiry, (g) relied too 
heavily on expository teaching procedures. 
Other criticisms could be added to this list. 
Suffice it to say there was little problem in

making a case for the need of a major over 
haul of the social studies curriculum. But 
who was to lead social studies out of the 
wilderness?

The Decision Makers

A fact of profound importance to an 
understanding of social studies reform of the 
early 1960's period is the extent to which 
important decision makers (that is, those 
who controlled funds for curriculum reform, 
namely the USOE, the NSF, and the founda 
tions) and the shapers of public opinion were 
influenced by scholars from the various dis 
ciplines. This was true, of course, not only 
for social studies but for other curriculum 
areas as well. Teachers and most particu 
larly what the scholars called "educationists" 
had little or no role to play in these efforts. 
As a result, the proposals and projects de 
signed to reform the social studies curricu 
lum reflected a strong discipline bias. The 
reform model used in developing the "new 
math" and the "new science" was applied to 
social studies as well. Accordingly, curricu 
lum projects focusing on economics, anthro 
pology, geography, history, and sociology 
began to emerge. There was talk at that time
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"The curriculum projects of the 
1960's, whatever their individual 
merits, have simply not had a 
profound effect on the social studies 
curriculums of this nation."

of the development of "teacher-proof" cur 
riculums to be prepared presumably by his 
torians and social scientists in order that 
teachers and educationists could not mess 
things up. These early reform efforts 
stressed these ideas:

1. The structure of the disciplines

2. A focus on basic concepts from the 
disciplines

3. The methods of Inquiry of the disci 
plines, especially what was called (probably 
incorrectly) inductive procedures.

Quite naturally, the reformers were 
critical of teachers for their lack of knowl 
edge of history and the social sciences. Thus, 
an attempt was made on a massive scale to 
retrain (or less kindly, retread) practicing 
teachers. Thousands of teachers attended 
summer and year-long institutes sponsored 
and paid for by the USOE, the NSF, or by 
one of the private foundations. In these in 
stitutes teachers were to become familiarized 
with the latest ideas from history, geography, 
economics, sociology, or anthropology. 1 Pre 
sumably this new knowledge would be 
needed by the teacher as he began imple 
menting one of the hundred or more new 
social studies curriculums then under devel 
opment.

By the late 1960's, certainly by the end 
of 1968, it was clear that these approaches 
to the reform of the social studies curriculum 
were not productive, and the direction of 
change shifted significantly. The reasons for 
this shift were in part these:

1. A growing militancy on the part of

1 Regrettably these same institute directors 
and instructors were doing little, if anything, to 
change their regular campus courses in these sub 
jects, nor were they doing much to change the 
teacher education programs on their campuses that 
produced teachers who immediately needed a re 
training program to bring them up-to-date.

minority groups and an increased sensitivity to 
racism

2. Increased concern for relevancy
3. Widespread questioning of many values 

embraced by this society, particularly the na 
tion's involvement in the Vietnam War

4. Demands for participatory democracy 
and involvement, with a corresponding ques 
tioning of the credibility of the authority in a 
field

5. Introduction and legitimization of vary 
ing life styles

6. Rise in strength of the counter culture

7. A serious breakdown in society's ca 
pacity to cope with citizen dissatisfaction as 
evidenced by rioting, burning of cities, assassina 
tions, culminating in the shootings at Kent State 
and Jackson State.

In view of these developments, the aca 
demic approaches being advocated by the 
reformers made little sense. Looking back, 
even after this short a time, it does seem 
strange, indeed, that while the reformers 
were searching for basic concepts from the 
disciplines, society was desperately searching 
for its soul.

The Important Questions
As we moved into the 1970's, therefore, 

those on the forefront of social studies re 
form were concerning themselves with quite 
different matters than their colleagues were 
a few years earlier. The search for basic 
concepts was behind, as were shopworn 
arguments about whether programs should 
be single subject or interdisciplinary, 
whether there should be social science or 
social studies education. Gone, too, were the 
illusions or dreams of a packaged K-12 social 
studies program that would work well any 
where if teachers were trained how to use it. 
Today anyone who is concerned with social 
studies curriculum development must address 
himself to such questions as these:

1. How can social studies programs be 
made more meaningful, more highly individu 
alized, and, most important, more personal for 
learners?

2. How can the in-school social studies
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program be related to the out-of-school lives of 
pupils?

3. How can the concepts and content of 
the social sciences, history, and humanities be 
used to provide pupils with insights about the 
world in which they live?

4. How can social studies programs real 
istically and truthfully depict the diversity of 
racial, ethnic, and national backgrounds of the 
people of this country?

5. How can social studies education be 
come a vital force in combating the evils of 
racism that flow through the bloodstream of this 
society?

6. How can social studies programs help 
pupils build values consistent with the demo 
cratic traditions of this society?

7. How can social studies programs help 
pupils build skills that will enable them to learn 
how to learn and keep on learning about their 
social world for a lifetime?

8. How can the social studies program 
help the learner become a more effective deci 
sion maker?

9. How can the social studies program 
help learners grasp the reality of our interna 
tional involvements socially, economically, 
militarily?

Although the project approaches to cur 
riculum revision have been disappointing in 
their results, the past 10-12 years have not 
been without their lessons for us. Actually, 
much of value has come from these efforts. 
The use of basic ideas as organizing frame 
works for the substantive components of 
social studies seems to be firmly established, 
as is the increasing attention being given to 
inquiry, valuing, reflective thinking, and 
active social participation by students. There 
is continued search for ways to represent 
social reality accurately, to extend the con 
tent base of social studies education beyond 
the conventional disciplines, even beyond 
the social sciences to include the humanities. 
Innovative use of various teaching procedures 
and the use of multimedia are growing.

Most important, some of the better social 
studies teachers seem to be helping some of 
the students come to grips with some of the 
great social issues of our times. All of these 
represent positive gains.

Our experiences with the projects should 
have taught us that when it comes to cur- 
riculums, the home-grown variety is the one 
that is most likely to survive. Curriculums 
do not transplant well in a highly decen 
tralized system of education such as ours.

It is to the credit of the major publish 
ers that they have incorporated the best of 
the ideas generated by reform efforts of the 
past decade into their programs. Instruc 
tional resources are much more in tune with 
emerging ideas than they were a decade ago. 
Today a teacher will have no problem find 
ing materials that are conceptually based, 
inquiry oriented, interdisciplinary, and hon 
estly present the social reality that sur 
rounds young people.

A hopeful sign for the continued revi 
sion of social studies education is the work 
now under way in revising preservice 
teacher education. With the blending of 
preservice and in-service education of teach 
ers into one continuous program of profes 
sional development, the time lag between 
development and implementation should be 
greatly reduced. The closer linkages between 
and among historians and social scientists, 
social studies educators, and practicing 
teachers in the schools should certainly con 
tribute to constructive work in social studies 
curriculum development, as well as im 
proved teacher education.

The great challenge facing social stud 
ies and, indeed, all of education in the years 
ahead is to teach young human beings how 
to live with each other peacefully, com 
passionately, and, above all, charitably. Per 
haps the curriculum efforts of the 1960's 
were necessary in order that social studies 
programs might, at long last, begin moving 
in those directions in the 1970's. Q

"Our experiences with the projects should have taught us that when it comes to 
curriculums, the home-grown variety is the one that is most likely to survive."

April 1973 599



 
 
 
Copyright © 1973 by the Association for Supervision and Curriculum 
Development.  All rights reserved.  
 
 




