Social studies: the heart of the curriculum
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Kansas City is famous for barbecue. Where I grew up, in New York City, barbecue is not a food. We barbecue hot dogs or hamburgers. We do this on the barbecue, which is a grill, in the backyard. However, because I am a vegetarian, on my barbecue grill you're most likely to find a Portobello mushroom.

Today's theme will not be barbecue. It will be ... food. I love to eat. Each day, I spend a considerable amount of time deciding where I will eat each of my meals, and what I will eat. I eagerly look forward to each meal.

While I may be a bit extreme, this is not simply a personality quirk. It's part of my cultural heritage, part of being Jewish. Jews love to eat, love to talk about food, and can always tell you where to find the best restaurants.

Perhaps after hearing this, you will understand why I will be using the metaphor of a meal to structure this address. There is an old saying that the way to a man's heart is through his stomach. I don't know if that is true. But we're not here to talk about romance. The topic is social studies, and food.

The way to the curriculum's heart is through social studies. It can be through the stomach, as well as the brain, and the spirit. Social studies people tend to look at things holistically, so you know that all of these are connected, or integrated. I therefore invite you to join me for a full course meal, a course in social studies.

We begin with salad. Several years ago, the concept of America as a tossed salad was proposed to replace the melting pot metaphor. Salad is good for the heart. Remember the conference theme--we will keep coming back to the heart. We can start with the heart of lettuce perhaps. Some of you may be surprised to hear me mention salad because I am one of the few vegetarians on this planet who dislikes salad. Salads don't usually interest me, especially when it consists of iceberg lettuce and bland tomatoes.

But the social studies "salad" is a treasure to behold. Social studies does not have bland ingredients; we have robust disciplines. Each is a joy to study. Yet, like a salad, the discipline by itself loses something unless it's mixed. History is not studied without reference to geography, economics, and all the other disciplines. Political science becomes concrete when viewed through the lenses of the other social sciences, and so on.

In the mid-1980s, at the beginning of the standards movement, NCSS was weakened when each discipline focused on its own interests instead of the big picture. I think each of these groups now recognize how social studies is disappearing from the curriculum, or increasingly appearing in a form that is unpalatable. They all know--we all know--it is time to bring those groups back to the table to unite. What divided us before is not as important as the enemy we now face--which is increasing marginalization for all the social studies disciplines. We must form a common bond as we enter the public arena in anticipation of the reauthorization of the federal No Child Left Behind Act.

NCSS must adapt. If we want the social science disciplines to be comfortable under our umbrella, we must make them feel welcomed. We must allow our members to identify with more than the designation of "social studies teacher." They may not see themselves that way. Many of our members also regard themselves as teachers of world history, psychology, geography, etc. NCSS must respect and nurture that kind of professional affiliation if we wish to attract and retain those teachers in our organization. To put it another way, instead of serving a soup in which all of the ingredients are pureed, we shall concoct a vegetable soup of the disciplines.

How should the soup be served? I like a ladle that goes deep into the pot to bring out all the juicy vegetables and beans. In social studies, if we only skim the surface, we end up missing the social science connections that promote students' interest, comprehension, and retention. We must take a stand for curricular goals that emphasize depth of knowledge, not shallow coverage. We've always stood for that, but we need to speak up.

If we take our time and savor the good food, our soup and salad, we will digest properly. Eating slowly is good for the heart. (Remember the heart?) Learning reflectively is good for social studies at the heart of the curriculum. And if the soup we serve is good enough, students will use their bread to sop up every last drop.

Bread is important because it has fiber. It's substantial. As leaders in social studies, we must be vigilant in maintaining the nutritional value of our content. We have to stand up against test makers who try to dilute its essence in the name of convenience. This is one of our foremost responsibilities.

Let us get back to bread. Bread is the staff of life. In NCSS, we too have a staff. I once saw a poster showing a cat and a dog. It said, "Dogs have masters. Cats have staff." I like that. I'm a cat person, though I've learned to love dogs. Either way, as president of NCSS, I like having a staff. You may recognize me as the chair of this conference, but the real work was done by the NCSS staff.

I mention staff because their ability to put on this conference has allowed me to represent social studies--on Capitol Hill, in meetings with allies from other disciplines and other subject areas, attracting new members, working to strengthen local affiliates, and leading the policy-making mechanism of the organization. I offer you this model because I believe that our state affiliates need to change. We have to let professionals run the conferences. Not that we should no longer put on state and regional conferences. They remain central to what we do. What I'm saying is that putting on a conference cannot be all that we do.

Times have changed. We have battles to fight in the state legislature, in the governor's office, at school board meetings, and public forums. We cannot be so busy putting on conferences that we have no time to address the policies --such as testing and staff development--that prevent our members from caring about social studies in the first place, or joining a professional organization, or attending our meetings.

The most successful state councils have executive directors to manage their conference planning; so do most other professional organizations. Believe me, when the American Medical Association plans its annual meeting, it does not have a bunch of doctors who contact exhibitors after their rounds at the hospital. In one of my meetings with the American Bar Association, I asked how many staff members they have. Eight hundred! And that's just in the Chicago office.

It doesn't make sense to have a system in which you have a novice conference planner every year. Let's reduce novice mistakes as we free up teachers to represent the profession at the policy making level. Use professionals to do conferences, mailing lists, and newsletters. Pay for a part-timer, or maybe contract with NCSS to do the work for you. If enough councils are interested, that may become possible.

I should mention the table arrangements at our meal. It's a heart-shaped table, of course, with dinner for eight. Why eight? There is a Power of Eight. You may recall when Denee Mattiolli was president, her theme was The Power of One. I'm changing it to eight. Indiana's Speaker of the House was asked how many messages it takes to get him to vote a certain way on an issue on which he has no strong feelings. He said "eight." That's all. Do you know eight people who could send messages to their legislators on behalf of the social studies? Here's an idea: Invite them to dinner and have them write letters as their gifts.

It's time for the main dish. I once read a recipe book put out by the Atlanta Braves. Sounds odd, doesn't it? In it, there were recipes for chicken, quesadillas, and so forth. Andruw Jones, the gifted centerfielder, cracked me up with his submission: He drives to McDonalds, orders his food, drives home, and eats it. Isn't that sad? Fast food is the enemy of the well-prepared meal. Food should not be mass-produced, and neither should the social studies curriculum. It should be prepared by teachers who know their students' needs. Just as the best chefs choose the most appropriate ingredients, teachers should have the professional freedom to select the most appropriate content and skills to emphasize in their particular classrooms. One size does not fit all, in clothing, in food, or in education. We must stand up for teacher judgment to adapt the curriculum to meet their students' needs.

We cannot surrender to those who wish to make it easy for beginning teachers by promoting scripted lessons. Nor can we leave curricular decisions to administrators who may not understand or appreciate the power of social studies.

You heard me say that we need to do more than put on conferences. One thing local affiliates can do is provide professional development. This is especially needed in districts that have a large number of new or lateral-entry teachers. One is not born knowing how to teach. There is a science and art to social studies education. Learning to teach social studies requires more than content knowledge, especially if your academic training was limited to one or two disciplines. The best people to provide that education are fellow social studies professionals.

You heard me say that we need to become politically active. When you meet with policy makers, impress upon them how social studies conferences are the best way for specialized teachers to improve their craft. They understand. When people in the business community hear that teachers cannot attend professional meetings because their administrators would not let them go, they are shocked. Every professional recognizes the benefits of membership in professional organizations. In my presidential travels, I talked to district supervisors who could not attend this meeting in Kansas City. How can that be? Who is making these decisions? Business people are appalled by this. I am appalled. Let's do something about professional development. The hour is getting late.

That was the main dish--politics. We must get involved in the political discourse that surrounds our profession. It's a lot to chew on.

It's time for dessert. I thought of serving ice cream because of my father's little trick. My dad had what you would call a generous heart. He took great pleasure, for instance, in peeling an orange for someone so that the other person would not have to struggle with the peeling. But he became annoyed when he wanted some dessert for himself only to discover empty ice cream containers in the freezer. One day, he realized that no one in the family liked butter pecan. He decided to store his chocolate chip ice cream in the butter pecan container. My brothers and I would burrow into the freezer, see the butter pecan container, and then eat something else. And Dad always had his chocolate chip ice cream available. He was clever, but a bit selfish too. I forgive him.

I tell you this story because teachers, who give so much of themselves to students, are sometimes selfish with each other. We seek to be the very best teachers within our own classrooms. That is not enough. We need to help others improve. Invite a colleague to a conference; offer to share a ride or a room; serve as a mentor; take the newcomer out to a restaurant; maybe buy an NCSS membership as a holiday present. We cannot focus on our own meal in the midst of a crisis in public health.

Today, instead of ice cream, we're having cookies. But I have a small problem. You see, I hate peanut butter. I am very careful to avoid biting into a peanut butter cookie. If you ever see someone sniffing a plate of cookies, it's probably me, just making sure it's not peanut butter.

Every once in a while, in the interests of convenience, someone puts the peanut butter cookies in the same cookie jar as my beloved sugar cookies. When they're mixed together, all cookies become peanut butter cookies.

The same thing is happening to social studies. When you subsume social studies under language arts, you end up with only language arts. The unique character of social studies gets lost. How did this situation evolve? Perhaps it's when some of the sales staff at the Open Court suggested the books in their reading series could serve as a substitute for social studies books. As if a story about a colonial child can substitute for studying about colonial America.

In New York last year, there was a surprising drop in one reading test score. It turns out that the problem was in one particular passage, about wagon trains. The children seemed to know the concept of wagons, and they knew what trains were. They didn't know wagon trains, because that is a concept taught in social studies class, not in reading. If children don't learn social studies, reading comprehension will drop. Social studies does not have to be sacrificed in the name of literacy education. Social studies is an aid to comprehension, an engine for vocabulary development.

Here's another way social studies gets marginalized in the name of literacy education. Some districts are replacing social studies supervisors with generalists (usually English teachers) who are not well versed in social studies content or standards. Perhaps they figure that anyone could teach social studies. Don't get me wrong. I love English teachers. But some language arts specialists teach reading in the content area without getting to the meaningful social studies concepts and skills. Every district needs a content area specialist for social studies. Include that in your policy messages.

I almost forgot the beverage. In social studies, we have affective goals that emphasize feelings and values. Thus, we must serve spirits. In culinary terms, a spirit is a distilled alcoholic beverage. In the dictionary, it is "a fundamental emotional and activating principle determining one's character." We in social studies have a responsibility to teach about character--about what makes people tick. It is crucial in this day and age.

When I grew up in New York City, I only knew Jews and Catholics. There may have been Protestants, but I didn't know any. I had some fantastic social studies teachers, but I never learned about Baptists, Methodists and Episcopalians until I moved to the South. I was unprepared for life in these United States. Needless to say, I was unprepared for life in the world, especially the one we live in now.

As we wrestle with issues such as church and state, intelligent design, and fundamentalism, we must include religion, race, and culture in the curriculum. The reason is simple: Study of these topics will help our students become better citizens. I recognize that may not be popular in some quarters. It's our job. I recognize that we will be criticized for being controversial. It's our job.

We cannot limit content on race, culture, and religion to the usual holiday celebrations and ethnic feasts. The social studies curriculum should address racism as a principal historical factor. We must disregard potential criticism and ask three questions: 1) Is the content accurate? 2) Is it relevant? 3) Can students use that knowledge effectively?

Please note that I said "we." I am not advocating that individual teachers go out on a limb and confront the status quo. That would be foolish. We must take our stands as an organization. There is power in numbers. Especially when those numbers include passionate, articulate scholars of the social science disciplines. We must build an organization that will be able to influence policy, at the same time that we improve the learning in our own classrooms.

On the subject of spirits, let me say a word about the spirit in the classroom. What is the best ambience at the dinner table? Should it be deadly quiet, with only adults speaking? Or should it be a lively conversation with everyone involved? If it's the latter, you parents know that it requires instruction in table manners. In the classroom, our students must be taught how to participate in a democratic society. That means calling attention to what some call "secular ethics"--tolerance, compassion, consideration of others, and the responsible use of knowledge and power. There is no better breeding ground for those values than in social studies classrooms. We need to make it part of the curriculum.

Ultimately, when evaluating our social studies meal, we must consider if it was of the highest quality. That's what we should stand for. We can argue over strategies and how much we're willing to compromise. But our statements and position papers should express what social studies should be--what is needed for effective citizenship today and tomorrow. If we don't stand up for the very best in social studies education, then why should we even exist as an organization? As I said, we can no longer be just about conferences.

The vision I'm describing, this meal I'm concocting, cannot be done alone. If you think you can leave the leadership to your NCSS president, this one or any other, you haven't been studying the content you've been teaching. A single cook can create a tasty meal, but that is an illusion. It takes legions of farmers, truck drivers, and grocery workers to get quality food to your kitchen. We must work together, promoting social studies, attracting new members, influencing educational policy, and becoming the very best professionals we're capable of being if we really want to make a difference.

Do you really want to make a difference? Good. Now, let's eat.
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