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I BELIEVE that social studies teachers (all teachers, actually, but social studies more than most) face an almost impossible dilemma--trying to live in two different worlds: (1) the "real" world, the world of today and the near-term future; and (2) the world of state and local curriculum standards, and particularly standardized testing and high-stakes tests. This near-schizophrenic state of affairs prevents social studies teachers, textbook publishers, and teacher educators from doing all we could do to prepare students for active, enlightened citizenship in a participatory democracy.

And that--citizenship education--is our task, isn't it? Here's our mission statement--the one that appears on NCSS literature and the website:

   Social studies educators teach students the content knowledge, intellectual

   skills, and civic values necessary for fulfilling the duties of citizenship

   in a participatory democracy. The mission of National Council for the

   Social Studies is to provide leadership, service, and support for all

   social studies educators.

As I write this article, Vice President Cheney and President Bush's special envoy are in the Middle East. They are (if the analysts are right) trying to work out a cease-fire and renewal of peace talks between the Israelis and the Palestinians; determining whether Arab states would support military action against Iraq; and discussing strategy and tactics in the War on Terrorism. At the same time in Washington, D.C., policymakers are arguing about the decision to open up the Alaskan Wildlife Refuge for further oil exploration, debating whether raising the tariffs on steel imports will hurt the economy more than it will help the steel industry, and struggling to enact laws and procedures aimed at deterring terrorism while preserving traditional U.S. civil liberties. Out in the states, budget shortfalls force Wisconsin to freeze hiring at 26 state colleges and universities, citizens in Illinois are being asked to decide whether to built the new Prairie Parkway or to preserve rich farmland, and New Yorkers may change their constitution to allow voter initiative and referendum, bypassing the legislature in creating laws.

What do all of these news items have in common? They all involve decisionmaking--by elected officials, appointed policymakers, and, most important, by citizens. And, as that most perceptive of U.S. presidents, Thomas Jefferson, said at the birth of our nation, "A democratic society depends upon an informed and educated citizenry." It's been more an forty years since Shirley Engle jolted the social studies profession by saying, "[I]n teaching the social studies, we should emphasize decision making as against mere remembering." (1) Yet the pressures of high-stakes, standardized testing force teachers to do just the opposite--emphasize the acquisition of factual knowledge and seldom, if ever, encourage students to apply that knowledge to decision making about contemporary issues.

As I noted, all teachers are caught between these two worlds. But no matter how challenging teaching science, reading, foreign languages, or mathematics may be, the goal of helping students learn the knowledge, skills, and values necessary for effective, participatory citizenship is, in my mind, the most important task for preK-12 education. It is one of those goals that, while seldom achieved to our full satisfaction, is what brought most of us to social studies. Although this might sound corny or naive, I believe that teaching social studies is more than a job ... even more than a profession: It's a mission, a calling. I've met and talked with hundreds--probably a thousand or more--social studies teachers in my lifetime, and nearly all of them believe that the goals in the NCSS mission statement are their goals, the primary reason that they became social studies educators. Yes, sometimes we become discouraged, disillusioned, even cynical, but just talk with a group of social studies teachers about why they do what they do every day for twenty or thirty years, and they'll go right back to the concepts of effective, enlightened, participatory citizenship. We believe this. We are proud of this. As I said, social studies teaching is a calling.

So, let's look at these two different worlds and how the world of standards and testing blocks or deters us from teaching our students the information and skills that they need to be effective citizens in the "real world" of 2002 and in the years ahead.

In early 2001, seven months before the September 11 attacks on New York and Washington, D.C., newspapers and magazines began to print excerpts from "The World in 2015," a seventy-page report that distilled findings from more than a dozen conferences where top non-governmental specialists in political science, economics, military affairs, environmental issues, information technology, population growth, health, and other areas were called together to ask the question, "What will the world be like in 2015?" These conferences were held at think tanks, such as the Carnegie Endowment for International Peace, the Rand Corporation, the International Institute for Strategic Studies in London, and Georgetown University. When I read the report, I recall thinking, "Hmm ... a girl or boy born in 2001 will be entering high school in 2015. The world of 2015 and the years that follow will be their world."

Shortly thereafter, I began working on two projects producing textbooks and other materials for both elementary and secondary social studies. The team members were provided with copies of national and state social studies standards. We knew that the primary way of assessing the student achievement of these goals would be standardized testing, mostly in the form of multiple-choice, information-recall questions. As I read these goals, all reasonable--even laudable in many respects--I began to discern the disconnect between how and what students would be taught and the world they would encounter as adults.

To illustrate, let's review some of the major predictions that the experts and policymakers made in the CIA's "The World in 2015." It's not all doom and gloom. Here are some of the more positive highlights:

* World energy resources will be sufficient to meet demand.

* Better agricultural methods and genetically modified crops will help combat malnutrition in many parts of the world.

* The United States will continue to be the world's dominant military power.

But then, there are also the following challenges:

* Terrorist activities will become increasingly sophisticated and inflict mass casualties. (Interestingly, the report names Osama bin Laden and al Qaida as the major terrorist concerns. Remember, this report was made public in January 2001.)

* China will become the world's second largest economy.

* Iran and Iraq will develop long-range missiles capable of delivering nuclear, chemical, or biological weapons.

* The world's population will grow by more than one billion between 2001 and 2015. Population will fall in Africa, however, due to economic mismanagement, famine, and AIDS.

* Large criminal gangs, perhaps linked to national governments, will control global trafficking in drugs, illicit arms, and people.

The report elaborates on these and other predictions. I encourage you to read it at www.cia.gov/cia/publications /globaltrends2015/.

The report presents "Four Alternative Global Futures," with only one depicting a peaceful, prosperous world. The four alternative futures, along with a summary of their key features, are as follows:

1. Inclusive Globalization

* Economic growth, effective governance, and favorable demographic factors combine to enable a majority of the world's people to benefit from globalization.

* Government is effective and its functions shrink as they are privatized or performed by private and international organizations.

* Only a minority of the world's people--in sub-Sahara Africa, the Middle East, and Central and South Asia--do not benefit from globalization, and internal conflicts persist in these areas.

2. Pernicious Globalization

* Global elites thrive, but the majority of the world's population fails to benefit from globalization. Population growth and resource scarcities place heavy burdens on many nations.

* Migration of people from poor to more wealthy nations becomes a major problem as citizens demand that they be kept out.

* Technology is used not to improve problems of developing nations, but to exploit these nations and to build destabilizing weapons.

* Governance is weak, and internal conflicts break out in many nations, particularly in undeveloped ones.

* Weapons of mass destruction proliferate and are used in at least one internal conflict.

3. Regional Competition

* Regional identities sharpen in Europe, Asia, and the Americas, driven by political resistance to U.S. economic and political dominance.

* Regional economic integration leads to high levels of economic growth and rising regional competition.

* Military conflict among and within the three major regions does not materialize, but internal conflicts increase in developing nations left behind in the economic globalization of the world.

4. Post Polar World

* U.S. economy slows, then stagnates. U.S.-European economic and political tensions rise, and Europe turns inward.

* Economic woes in Latin America and Indonesia lead to instability and governmental crises. China and Japan compete for dominance in Asia, and China demands Japan end its nuclear weapons program. U.S. troops are gradually pulled out of both Europe and Korea, igniting longstanding national rivalries.

* Security needs strain national budgets, leaving no sources of aid for poverty-stricken nations in Africa, parts of the Middle East, and South Asia. Internal conflicts and civil wars spill over into other nations and lead to a tense standoff between major nations that have economic and political interests in these areas.

Finally, the report concludes with a list of "Significant Discontinuities," a litany of worst-case scenarios. The events of September 11, 2001, have increased the possibility that one or more of these predictions might come true. They include

* The deterioration of living standards in many Middle Eastern nations, and the failure of Israel and Palestine to conclude some sort of peaceful coexistence, lead to serious, violent political upheavals in Egypt, Jordan, and Saudi Arabia.

* The trend toward transnational terrorism leads to an international terrorist coalition with anti-U.S. and anti-Western objectives and access to weapons of mass destruction.

* A growing anti-globalization movement becomes a sustainable political force and threatens Western governmental and economic interests.

* The U.S.-European alliance collapses due to trade disputes and differences in opinion about handling terrorism and security issues.

* China, India, and Russia forma geopolitical alliance in an attempt to counterbalance U.S. and European influence.

Other predictions about the future also sound a warning bell. There is more and more evidence that global warming is not only real, but also could lead to dramatic reductions in agricultural production, the destruction of heavily-populated areas near oceans, and long-term droughts in Africa, the Middle East, and the U.S. Great Plains. Genetic engineers already have the technology to devise lethal bioweapons for terrorists and rogue states. Water shortages in the Middle East and South Asia could lead to wars of desperation as nations battle over control of rivers. And the cloning of human beings, already underway in stealth locations in Britain and other nations, brings the possibility of "designer people," raising all sorts of moral and ethical issues.

So, these are some predictive visions of the future. Some, no doubt, will never come to pass, or will evolve and change with changing times. But many will, in one way or another, be part of the world that boys and girls, born less than a year ago, will live in when they begin freshman year in high school. Will their elementary and middle school years prepare them for that world? Will their high school curriculum provide the knowledge and skills necessary for them to deal with the issues and political decisions underlying these scenarios?

I believe that the answer is "No." Not if we depend on proliferating national and state curriculum standards and high-stakes testing. The standards that have been created by teams of teachers, administrators, content-level specialists, and policymakers are either too ambitious in what they expect teachers to teach and students to learn, or they are primarily made of factual information--lists of names of historical figures, dates, place names, and cognitively low-level concepts. The high-stakes tests being used to determine promotion from one grade to the next, and to determine eligibility for a high school diploma, are even worse. Many are solely made of multiple-choice questions that do what multiple-choice tests do best--test for accumulated factual knowledge. In a great Calvin and Hobbes cartoon, Calvin's creator, Bill Watterson, shows great insight into the problem. Calvin is taking a history test and is confronted with the question, "When did the Pilgrims land at Plymouth Rock?" Calvin correctly chooses "1620" He then writes on his paper, "As you can see, I've memorized this utterly useless fact long enough to pass a test question. I now intend to forget it forever. You've taught me nothing except how to cynically manipulate the system. Congratulations."

Calvin's experience is replicated throughout the nation with tests that are frequently driven by state-level mandates and meet the needs of politicians, educational critics, and a public that wants cosmetic, quick fixes, and easily quantifiable results. Scott Thompson writes that the high stakes testing movement is the "evil twin" of an "authentic, standards-based reform" effort. (2)

To meet the challenges of the world of 2015, and the years before and after that date, citizens will need a broad-based knowledge of government, economics, and history, coupled with knowledge of technology, scientific advances, and human behavior. This must be combined with decision-making and political participation skills. Finally, citizens in a participatory democracy must have the dispositions and commitment to take up the role of citizen. This means learning about contemporary issues, examining alternatives, considering what is the best choice, discussing these issues, and voicing opinions with others and at the polls.

Usually when I write or speak about a topic, I think that I have an answer, a solution to a problem, a lesson plan that teaches a significant topic. But I don't have the answer to the question, "How does a social studies teacher reconcile the two different worlds: the present/future world, which will require broad knowledge and skills of analysis, decision-making, and participation; and the world of standards, which are not relevant to today's needs, and high-stakes tests, about which, Sandra Feldman, president of the American Federation of Teachers, says, "When tests are allowed to become the be-all and end-all, they deform, not reform, education." (3)

There is a growing backlash against high-stakes testing, and there may be a time when authentic assessment of student achievement will replace the fact-based, multiple-choice tests that dominate the standards and testing movement today. Until that time, social studies teachers will have to grapple with the dilemma of teaching students the information they need to pass the tests while trying to prepare them for their role as informed, participatory citizens in a rapidly changing world.

This article is the first in a series that looks toward the year 2015, and examines trends that will affect social studies education at that time. The series originated with papers presented at a session of a past NCSS Annual Conference that envisaged the state of social studies in 2015 and was chaired by Anna Ochoa-Becker, Professor Emeritus of Education at Indiana University and past president of NCSS. Contributors to the series examine developments that will affect the mission of social studies education--preparing students for citizenship--and the social studies curriculum. Other papers from the session have also been updated and will be published in future issues of Social Education. My thanks to Prof. Ochoa-Becker for arranging this series, which focuses on what is likely to happen, what is not likely to happen, and what will still need to be done in 2015.--

