No Child Left Behind the impact on social studies classrooms

Social Education,  Sept, 2003 

How is social studies faring in schools in the age of No Child Left Behind? SOCIAL EDUCATION asked six leading NCSS members how No Child Left Behind has affected their schools and their own classroom teaching. The members teach at different grade levels and in different parts of the country. We were interested in finding out whether the time and resources their schools are assigning to meeting the reading and math requirements of No Child Behind are making it more difficult for teachers to teach social studies. We asked them to describe their teaching strategies and tell us how these are being influenced by No Child Left Behind. Here are their replies.

BARBARA KNIGHTON is a first and second grade looping teacher at Winans Elementary School, Waverly Community Schools, Lansing, Michigan. She is also a member of the Editorial Board of the NCSS journal for elementary teachers, SOCIAL STUDIES AND THE YOUNG LEARNER

I am currently a first grade teacher at a suburban school district outside of Lansing. I am a looping teacher, meaning that I keep the same class of students together for two years, and become their second grade teacher too. I have been teaching for fifteen years, and have been at this school for eleven of them.

The impact of the No Child Left Behind initiative can be seen at my school on a daily basis. In Michigan, the high stakes state test is used to assist in determining if a school is meeting the required educational criteria. One effect of the No Child Left Behind legislation has been that we are spending more classroom instruction time teaching test taking skills and preparing for the Michigan Education Assessment Program. Our building has purchased materials to teach the test taking skills and we are required to use them as early as the second grade. We also have to spend a certain amount of time each day teaching literacy and math. The result is that many teachers sacrifice social studies or science to be sure to fit literacy and math into the schedule.

The reading requirements have helped push a renewed literacy focus to the front of our staff development and school improvement work. We have weekly literacy team meetings and a professional reading study group. At both the building level and district level, extra financial support is being used to boost reading progress. In my building, we have three extra reading teachers and a reading paraprofessional. We also have developed several ways to assess and keep data that show what work we've done and keep closer tabs on student progress. All these things take a considerable amount of time both during class and outside of teaching time.

The problem is that social studies, science, health and social skills are often put off to the side and forgotten. I have found that many teachers in the early grades (K-2) use literacy strategies as a way to try and meet the social studies goals. This often results, in my opinion, in surface learning and studying no topic in depth.

I prefer to choose a topic and make plans to cover it in depth. The adjustment I have had to make in light of the No Child Left Behind legislation is to look for more ways to connect reading and writing skills with my social studies and science instruction. I have my first and second graders respond to social studies topics in writing much more often. We also do more book writing together as a class. In the past few years, there have been many more good books on social studies topics written at the primary and pre-primary level. Time for Kids, National Geographic and Heinemann are some publishers who have done a very nice job of offering great titles to purchase. I attempt to provide my students with many books and sources of reading materials. I allow them to practice their reading skills by reading to each other, and I've also begun using a home/school journal in which students write several times a week to their families to share what they've learned during the week. They often choose to write about social studies or science. In these ways, I can continue to focus on literacy skills, as required by my principal and my district, while covering topics in science, social studies and health on more than just a surface level.

CAROL WARREN teaches the third grade at Sacaton Elementary School, Sacaton, Arizona. She is a member of the NCSS Board of Directors.

Our school has been labeled as underperforming, and this has already had an impact on social studies instruction. Major efforts are put into language arts and math, for which increased classroom instruction time has been mandated. Teachers, therefore, have less time for other subjects. Because No Child Left Behind requires testing in science and not social studies, I believe that social studies instruction time will lessen even more in the future.

In these circumstances, teachers have to develop special strategies for social studies instruction. My strategies include integration with other subjects; preparing shorter lessons for use in the odd time slots that often appear in elementary class schedules; and, the one I feel most comfortable with, using lessons that teach social studies while practicing skills tested by No Child Left Behind. I use lessons from a project called GeoLiteracy, which was developed through a grant by the Arizona Geographic Alliance, to do this. Geoliteracy has K-8 lessons teaching every Arizona geography objective and practicing Arizona reading and writing objectives. They will be piloting lessons for a similar program combining geography and math, called GeoMath, this year. What I like about such programs is that the emphasis is on the social studies, but teachers can point to the practicing of tested skills when administrators are demanding more reading and math instruction.

One of my favorite integrated social studies lessons is a geography lesson that I wrote. It teaches an Arizona geography objective concerning trails into and through the territory of Arizona, focusing on the Gila Trail in particular. I use excerpts from the journal or diary writings of four individuals who traveled the trail in the late 1800s, in which they described new desert plants and animals they encountered. The students learn about the Gila Trail, locate its route through Arizona, read the descriptions, and then draw the plant or animal just as the traveler described it. After drawing it, they learn the identity of the plant/animal, see a picture of it, reread the description, and discuss how the writer described it. The last activity in the lesson has the student imagine that he or she was an early traveler through the desert and write a letter to a family member describing a desert plant or animal as if they were seeing it for the first time. This lesson addresses an Arizona history objective on primary source material and practices Arizona language arts objectives on identifying an author's purpose and writing personal letters. It also integrates art into social studies. With this lesson, I can meet my social studies objectives and still satisfy my district's desire to increase reading and writing instruction time.

As social studies instruction time has been cut, I have had to rely more on text material and do fewer extension activities. I cover what is mandated in the Arizona Social Studies Standards, which is basically my district curriculum, and very little else. Rather than cut whole subjects out, I teach less about each subject. For example, in our study of the Prehistoric Anasazi civilization, I have in the past provided enrichment activities. One such activity shows how the Anasazi used natural resources by making a paintbrush out of the Yucca plant and painting designs on a clay pot the student has made. Last year, we made the paintbrush but painted on a paper drawing of a pot to make the lesson shorter. I also condensed what I read from a literature selection I use with the lesson. I don't know if we will have the time to do even the shortened version of the activity this year.

RACHEL SHARPE teaches social studies at Kanapaha Middle School, Gainesville, Florida. She was the NCSS Middle School Teacher of the Year in 2002.

In Florida, we have a state standardized test that is high stakes both for students and schools. It is directly related to the president's education agenda for accountability. These scores are the primary basis for deciding whether students are retained or don't graduate. Schools also receive a grade. A school is rewarded financially for an 'A' grade, but if a school receives an 'F,' it is in jeopardy of being shut down and students are given "voucher opportunities" to attend private schools. Needless to say, the school curriculum is focused on subjects that are being tested (math, reading, writing, and science).

At this time, social studies is not on the test, so social studies is seemingly not considered part Of the core curriculum. Thus, leaders of our state organization, the Florida Council for Social Studies (FCSS), are trying to convince the state legislature to pass legislation affirming that social studies is part of the core curriculum. The state government has been hesitant, as it does not want to have to allocate funds to add social studies to the state test, but feels it would have to in an effort to ensure accountability. The leaders in FCSS are trying to convince the government that testing is not what we want, but that is not the message the government is hearing.

Because of the importance of reading among the subjects tested, there is a literacy push in the content areas. To strengthen my students' literacy skills, I use literacy strategies in my social studies classes to help them develop comprehension, analytical, and synthesizing skills. One strategy that I have found useful is CRISS, which means Creating Independence through Student-Owned Strategies. This is mostly a matter of graphic organizers, note-taking tools, mnemonic devices, vocabulary development, and questioning strategies, as well as prior-knowledge/brainstorming techniques, and problem-solving procedures to help students with comprehending and analyzing reading passages. It also helps with concept development and the synthesis of information to develop a well-written piece. I use CRISS strategies to teach vocabulary development. I examine terms frequently used by key historians (Patrick Manning, Peter Stearns, Gerald Schlabach, Deborah Johnston, Eric Martin, and Julian Pleasants to name a few). This allows the students to begin to understand how historians deal with history. I have students practice CRISS and other strategies when we look at primary/secondary documents and answer document-based questions. This then leads into developing good writing skills.

I am a strong believer in helping students develop critical thinking skills. In my middle school classroom, I am responsible for teaching gifted sixth grade students social studies and science. I do this in an integrated manner to develop student interest and understanding to a higher level (especially among my female students as I see more of them at this age losing interest in such subjects). At the beginning of the school year, students address the questions--What does a scientist/historian look like? How do scientists/historians use the tools of their trade? And what is the role of scientists/historians in society--in a unit on defining science and history. We have researched the Internet to discover significant information on male and female scientists in history. Students then create PowerPoint presentations to deliver to their classmates and at Open House for Parents at the beginning of the school year.

My curriculum is not driven simply by the textbook. I believe if we as educators are creative and innovative and put in the extra effort, we will see a pay-off with students as they become interested and eager to learn.

If we ever have a social studies test that is based on critical thinking, then I really feel my curriculum and teaching methods are suitable. But if we have one that depends on a regurgitation of facts then I will be forced to change my emphasis.

BRUCE DAMASIO teaches all grades from ninth through twelfth at Liberty High School in Sykesville, Md. An NCSS High School Teacher of the Year in 2002, he is a member of the NCSS Board of Directors.

At this point in my career, No Child Left Behind has had no direct, personal impact, but it looms over the horizon like an oncoming storm. State standards and testing issues impact us more on a direct, daily basis at this point, but No Child Left Behind has long range implications for all of us.

In my personal experience, and from what I hear in anecdotes and conversations, more and more students are coming to high school with less knowledge in social studies. This is because social studies is being cut back to allow more time for math and reading classes and sciences in middle and elementary schools.

We also have concerns over certification. As a result of No Child Left Behind, teachers in Maryland need twenty-four credit hours in history and civics/government and the clock is ticking. Many teachers will find themselves in a bind as will schools, administrators and others.

Teachers who have amassed many years of experience and love for a class/course and are effective, dedicated teachers will be unable to teach these classes if they do not have the needed hours, by No Child Left Behind standards. Many good teachers will face serious questions of how to get their jobs done and still find time to go and get more hours from taking extra classes in their fields. Most of the college classes they can take are at night and after school, but these often do not focus well on specific content needs for teaching history and government. The costs are also significant, and there is a question about who will bear the costs of taking these classes--will it be teachers alone?

The potential is there to end up with fewer electives for high school students-particularly in economics, world geography, and psychology, which are not part of No Child Left Behind. Schools will direct more effort, money, teachers and classes into history and government and less to electives. We have a department that offers fourteen electives, four of which have AP test possibilities for our students. These electives are some of our most popular and successful classes, yet are threatened by No Child Left Behind if teachers are shifted or courses are dropped to meet these guidelines.

In conclusion, at this point, No Child Left Behind has had little direct impact on my teaching or that of most teachers as well. But there are looming problems that we need to solve, which have an impact not just on students but on administrators, supervisors, parents, and teachers.

SUE BLANCHETTE teaches eleventh grade regular and AP U.S. history at Hillcrest High School, Dallas, Texas. She was an NCSS High School Teacher of the Year in 2000 and president of the Texas Council for the Social Studies in 2002-2003.

