Where's the history?
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Being a social studies educator isn't easy. Determining the knowledge and skills needed by citizens, and planning to create meaningful educational experiences, is a daunting task. Since its inception, National Council for the Social Studies has offered guidance to social studies teachers and curriculum developers. More recently, Expectation, of Excellence: Curriculum Standards for Social Studies (1994) was developed as a framework for designing strong, well-rounded learning experiences for students. From the start, its authors recognized that because social studies draws from so many disciplines, those disciplines could best delineate specific expectations for students. Even so, the document--as well as the very concept of interdisciplinary social studies--is under attack from some quarters. The critics' arguments seem to center around the broad question: "Where's the history?" (1)

Let's be upfront about our feelings. We love history. We know that historical narratives and dramas are engaging to learners. We recognize that the skills that historians use, such as wrestling with incomplete and contradictory sources, weighing evidence, and building arguments based on evidence and sound reasoning, serve citizens well. We appreciate the essential place of history in helping us recognize how things got to be the way they are. NCSS believes that meaningful history learning is an essential part of social studies. That is why "time, continuity and change" stands as a separate theme within the NCSS standards, and why anyone familiar with the other nine themes would recognize how important the study of history is to them, and how they support history learning.

That being the case, recent attacks on social studies leave us puzzled. It seems that some believe that social studies is guilty of watering down the teaching of history. Social studies, allege these critics, is the reason young people don't know history. They say that the NCSS social studies standards have little content and give only a passing nod to the teaching and learning of history. History has disappeared from the schools, these critics charge, and NCSS has downplayed history's role in the curriculum.

These critics are sadly misinformed. Our experience is that students' understanding of history requires knowledge and skills drawn from all of the social studies disciplines. The attacks on social studies are puzzling because the kind of social studies they describe has little resemblance to the social studies as they are lived and practiced in schools or to the sort of social studies advocated by National Council for the Social Studies. We believe it is important for NCSS members to set the record straight, and for each of us to help educate the public, as well as policy makers, about what social studies is and should be. We want to discuss how the NCSS vision makes good history learning and teaching possible. This article is intended to help social studies advocates counter erroneous criticisms.

First, has history ever really gone away from the social studies? Since 1916, course patterns in the United States have remained pretty consistent. (2) In the primary grades, students generally learn about the stories of their communities, the stories of heroes and how and why we celebrate various holidays. All of these topics center around history--they are stories. History-based courses form the center of the social studies curriculum from the intermediate years upwards, as well. It is typical for students to study the history of their state in grade 4, the history of the United States in grades 5, 8 and 11 (and often 9, as well), and for students to study world history in some form for a year in the middle grades and another year in high school. It would seem that, in practice, history continues to form the spine around which a social studies curriculum gets built. So, we just don't see how anyone who works in schools can think that history has "gone away" from the social studies curriculum.

Second, has NCSS downplayed the role of history in its curriculum standards? Two main issues underlie this concern. First, according to our critics there is little content specified in the NCSS standards. Second, they argue, history is only one strand out of ten (and it's not even called "history"). We will consider each of these criticisms in turn.

The first criticism is that the NCSS standards specify little content. "They are not organized by subject (history, geography, economics, civics)," writes Paul Gagnon, "but under ten abstract, over-lapping themes." (3) Kay Horowitz is even more critical. She describes the NCSS standards as a "yawning list of 'performance expectations,' ranging from the obscure to the impenetrable, about culture, economics, technology, 'continuity and change,' and personal identity, that includes no American history, no major documents, and only a smattering of references to government at all." (4) What these critics fail to apprehend is the critical distinction between content standards and curriculum standards. As described in Expectation, of Excellence, the NCSS curriculum standards were written concurrently with the development of standards in other areas, including history, geography and civics. The social studies standards are intended to be used in concert with the discipline content standards. Moreover, the NCSS standards suggest that knowledge is to be used, applied to the thinking and decision-making, which is at the heart of social studies. Hence, the performance standards, rather than being vague and abstract, establish performance goals for learners. The need for students to have disciplinary knowledge is a given. However, mere information is not enough. The knowledge that learners gain from their K-12 social studies experience should result in meaningful, in-depth, conceptual understanding and the ability to apply their knowledge to thinking about the world around them.

Imagine you were planning a unit on World War I for your high school juniors. You want students to understand the causes, course, and consequences of that event. As you are planning your unit, the NCSS standards help you frame your students' learning in a richer way Perhaps you choose, to provide students with sources so that they must "examine the interaction of ethnic, national or cultural influences in (this) specific situation," as required by performance expectation c in the INDIVIDUAL IDENTITY AND DEVELOPMENT theme. Maybe you decide to connect the conduct of the war with technological change, and challenge students to "identify and describe both current and historical examples of the interaction and interdependence of science, technology and society in a variety of cultural settings," as demanded by performance expectation a in the SCIENCE, TECHNOLOGY AND SOCIETY theme. For your students as juniors, the NCSS standards help assure that specific events, grounded in historical content, are connected to bigger ideas, ensuring richer instruction. You've begun with the historical content and used the NCSS standards to broaden it. While one could connect nearly any historical topic with any or all of the NCSS themes, we trust that teachers will make judicious, balanced, choices.

We have worked with local districts in the planning process. We often begin with the NCSS documents, consult the discipline-specific standards, and go back to the NCSS document. Anyone who has done curriculum planning knows that it can be a difficult business. Even so, if teachers K-12 are connecting their planning back to such themes as represented by the NCSS standards, students' social studies learning will be rich and coherent.

Thus, the NCSS curriculum standards seek to frame content knowledge within the long-term goals of social studies. They set up the expectation that students should be able to apply what they have learned. They serve as useful reminders to individual teachers, teams of teachers at a grade level or course, or curriculum developers in districts or at the state level.

The second major claim of critics is that history is only one of ten standards themes. (Similar arguments could be made for the other disciplines, but generally are not.) As Gagnon notes, the ten themes which are the organizational framework for the standards are, indeed, overlapping. Many people think of history and each of the social sciences as distinct disciplines, with a distinct set of assumptions, core concepts and modes of inquiry.

However, the disciplines themselves are "overlapping." The authors of the National Standards for History recognize this when they write, "History is a broadly integrative field, recounting and analyzing human aspirations and strivings in various spheres of human activity: social, political, scientific/technological, economic, and cultural." (5) In the National Assessment of Educational Progress (NAEP), the U.S. History Assessment for students in grades 4, 8 and 12 also assumes that history is closely interwoven with the other social sciences. (6) Its specifications are organized around dimensions that include not only chronological content periods, but also historical skills and themes. In particular, the NAEP test items are bulk around "change and continuity in democratic ideas, institutions, practices and controversies; the gathering and interaction of people, cultures and ideas; economic and technological changes and their relations to society, ideas and the environment; (and) the changing role of America in the world." Although the categorization schemes are somewhat different, these approaches connect rich content to broad themes, much as envisioned in the NCSS standards. We do not know of any criticisms directed at NAEP for recognizing these obvious interconnections.

Historians in universities freely apply concepts, tools and insights from the other social sciences. Within the last generation, they have been raising questions about the experiences of women, working people and people of color that have transformed and enriched the discipline. These questions would be less likely to be raised, and more difficult to answer, without the contributions that other fields of study have to offer. We think it ironic that some historians want a narrower, less rich version of history in our schools.

Similarly, as anyone who has taught history, or any of the social sciences, knows, the knowledge and skills of each discipline are not mutually exclusive. When teaching history, for example, skilled teachers will also draw upon the skills and knowledge of the social sciences. Let's locate Jamestown on a map and determine why that site was selected for an early colony This goal draws upon performance expectation 1 under the theme of PEOPLE, PLACES AND ENVIRONMENTS. How can we understand the relationships and antagonisms between the American colonies and England without drawing upon economics and several of the Performance Expectations offered under the theme of PRODUCTION, DISTRIBUTION AND CONSUMPTION? Can we really study the early years of our nation without drawing heavily upon civics and government and our founding documents as required in Performance Expectations under the themes of CIVIC IDEALS AND PRACTICES and POWER, AUTHORITY AND GOVERNANCE?

History is not simply one strand; historical knowledge and understandings are threaded throughout the standards themes, as is the knowledge and understandings of other disciplines. To understand one theme, CULTURE, for example, learners must also understand the other themes. "The ten themes thus present a holistic framework for state and local standards." (7) This concept of a "holistic framework" returns us to the important distinction between content standards and curriculum standards explored above. The authors of the NCSS Curriculum Standards urged readers to use the content standards when developing curriculum: "The social studies standards address the overall curriculum design and the comprehensive student performance expectations of a program of excellence, while the individual sets of discipline standards provide enhanced content detail to ensure quality instructional programs." (8)

Once again, we need to see the interrelatedness of the standards efforts as necessary and desirable. Meaningful history learning for students at any age has to draw heavily on the other themes and disciplines. And meaningful learning in the other disciplines has to draw upon history.

Too often, history as it is taught in schools "is a morass of narrow topics, mythical stories and unexamined practices." (9) Our students deserve better. We trust that good teachers will help students make the connections that make learning meaningful--connections to students' own experiences and connections between and beyond the various disciplines. We appreciate and applaud the efforts of groups focused on education in civics, economics, geography and history, to delineate the specifics and help us develop engaging ways to teach those specifics. Recognizing history's interdisciplinarity is critical to teaching history well, It's not a battle about turf, and it's not an "either/or." Let's recognize that pitting "history" against "social studies" is meaningless. A history divorced from social studies would be anemic, indeed. Students need history and, for lots of reasons, they need the rest.

