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The Social Studies Situation 

Introduction 

Social studies has been unjustly maligned. Many 

people believe it to be inferior to other subjects, such 

as science and math. Ever since Sputnik, Americans have 

been deathly afraid that the Soviets had superior technolog-

ical knowledge. Social studies was relegated to a very 

distant backseat, but it is time now to move up to the 

driver's seat. Social studies is of crucial importance to 

America today, therefore any problems in this area should 

be remedied immediately. 

George Counts made the following statement to the 

15th Annual Meeting of the National Council of the Social 

Studies in November 1935: 

The opportunity which the social studies 
teacher has as a teacher at the present 
juncture in history would seem to be of 
the highest order-superior to that of the 
teacher in any other division of the cur
riculum. The age would seem to be made 
for him. Society has entered a period 
of profound transition; social life 
is marked by innumerable conflicts and 
contradictions, strains, tensions, and 
problems; and the present and coming 
generations will be called upon to make 
some of the great choices of history 
(Tucker 213). 

Counts foresaw the need for the social sciences. Events 

in Asia and Europe demanded that people pay more attention 

to this particular field. Counts could make these remarks 
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today regarding events in South America. So, his state-

ment about the importance of social studies still rings 

true today. 

Components of Social Studies 

Social studies consists of seven different disciplines: 

history, sociology, psychology, economics, political science, 

geography, and anthropology. Although some scholars suggest 

that straight history should be taught and all other aspects 

of social studies should be eliminated, that is not feasible 

in today's complex society. Each area contributes some-

thing that promotes a better understanding and ability to 

survive in the world. 

Cheney states that history is important in that it 

builds a common bonding among a people. As John Dewey said, 

The past just as the past is no longer 
our affair. If it were wholly gone and 
done with, there would be only one 
reasonable attitude toward it. Let 
the dead bury their dead. But the 
knowledge of the past is the key to 
understanding the present. History 
deals with the past, but the past is 
the history of the present (Goodlad 99). 

Sociology, which is the study of groups, allows 

students to acquire a better acceptance of diversity among 

others. Also, sociology gives students the opportunity 

to explore their feelings about controversial issues 

such as birth control, abortion, alcohol abuse, religion, and 

marriage and family life under the guidance of a mature adult. 

Psychology is important in helping students understand 

themselves, which is a logical place to begin building self-

confidence, an important attribute in today's continually 
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changing world. Economics, of course, is important in 

helping students understand the money and the economy. 

Political science helps students become responsible voters 

for candidates and issues which they understand. A firm 

knowledge of geography is a necessity for the citizens 

of a country that is as globally interdependent as America 

is. Finally, anthropology is important in helping pupils 

understand how man has evolved. In short, we cannot 

afford to eliminate any of these subjects. The time 

allotted the average class and the variability of the 

different disciplines do not allow them to be lumped 

together into one or two major courses. 

Significance of Social Studies 
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During the past fifty years, America has evolved from 

a territorial state into a trading state. At one point 

in time, Sputnik was viewed as a threat. Toyota is now 

viewed as a threat, but also a blessing. In 1988, twenty 

percent of all jobs in the United States were directly 

connected to international trade. This is a two-hundred 

percent increase in jobs dependent upon international trade 

since 1974 (Tucker 211). 

Dependence on international trade, then, is the 

first reason why social studies must be one of our 

main educational concerns today. A trading state requires 

that its inhabitants are knowledgeable about other cultures 

and languages and are adept at cooperative learning and 

conflict negotiation skills (Tucker 213). These traits are 

necessary for a people and a nation to participate successfully 



-

.-

4 

on at least an equal basis with other countries. Social 

studies teaches these skills that will enable today's student 

to live and work in the future. 

The second reason for the significance of social studies 

is seen by some as the antithesis of the first reason: global 

interdependence versus a nationalization of knowledge. However, 

a nationalization of knowledge can and should exist in con-

junction with global interdependence. To use the words of 

Dr. Pangloss in Candide, this would be the "best of all 

possible worlds." In American Memory, Lynne Cheney writes that, 

[W]e put our sense of nationhood at risk 
by failing to familiarize our young 
people with the story of how the society 
in which they live came to be .... Our 
history and literature give us symbols 
to share, they help us all, no matter 
how diverse our backgrounds, feel part 
of a common undertaking .... By allowing 
the erosion of our historical conscious-
ness, we do to ourselves what an unfriendly 
nation bent on our destruction might (Tucker 210). 

Thus, social studies is important both for unification as 

well as cooperation and for competition with others. 

Goals of Social Studies 

The goals of social studies are indictative of the 

importance of the subject. The most common objective is 

citizenship education, which includes developing a histori-

cal perspective, a knowledge of the basic workings of the 

government, and a willingness to participate in the polit-

ical life of the nation and community (Goodlad 53). Jean 

Hutt, who is a staunch defender of social studies, offers 

the following goals from her district's goal and mission 

statement. Students should 1.) learn how to examine and 
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use information. 2.) respect and get along with people 

with whom they work and live. This goal involves an appre

ciation of and respect for the worth and dignity of the 

individual. An appreciation for minority views and an 

acceptance of majority decision are also implied in this 

particular objective. 3.) learn about and understand changes 

in world events. Hutt describes this goal as including an 

ability to adjust, an understanding of the past, an identi

fication with the present, and an ability to meet the 

future. 4.) respect people who think, dress, or act differ

ently. Obviously, this includes an appreciation and 

understanding of other cultures and the interpendence 

of races, creeds, and nations (Hutt 48). Social studies 

is a crucial element in teaching a student to respect both 

himself and others. It should open his mind to new ideas 

and allow him to have broader horizons. 

Social Studies' Shortcomings 

Students 

There are, however, problems within the social studies. 

On one test of American twelve year aIds, twenty percent 

were unable to locate their own nation on a map. According 

to the National Assessment of Educational Progress, almost 

half of the country's seventeen year olds were not equipped 

with the political knowledge necessary for effective 

citizenship (Rusnak and Dorow 76). There are even more 

horrifying statistics available that show how weak Amer

ican students are in this important subject. 
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The reasons behind this lack of student knowledge 

are very complex and a multitude of factors have been blamed. 

Student attitude is one accused component of the educational 

system. On the surface, many students seem to dislike 

social studies. Even those students who like social studies 

in the primary years end up becoming disenchanted as they 

grow older. In 1984, John Goodlad found that students who 

enjoy social studies in the primary grades like it less 

than any other subject by the time they reach the upper 

elementary grades (Rusnak and Dorow 76). Students' attitudes 

towards subjects as determined by an in-depth investigation 

which Goodlad conducted on 17,163 pupils are shown on Table 1. 

Another study found that parental influence had a great 

deal to do with whether or not a student liked social 

studies. Specifically, McTeer, Blanton, and Lee found that 

the higher a mother's education the more her child liked 

social studies (Shaughnessy and Haladyna 693). 

Gene Maeroff, an education writer for the New York 

Times, argues that students should not be blamed for the 

ills of our educational system. He says that the tele

vision, drugs and an atmosphere of self-indulgence that 

have wreaked havoc on our schools are not the fault of 

the students (Maeroff 3). Adults brought on these debil

itating factors. Whether or not the students should 

accept part of the blame, many of the older students do 

harbor some feelings of dislike for the subject. 

What is the reason for this? One of the reasons why 

some students dislike social studies might reflect their 



awareness that the general public places a much higher 

emphasis on other subjects. It is an unquestionable fact 

that the media has a profound impact on peoples' attitudes 

and ever since Sputnik the media has been concentrating 

on science and math. Student dislike could also be caused 

by the fact that they do not understand how social studies 

relates to them. Competent teachers have to make the 

correlation obvious. The main reason why some students 

dislike social studies probably has more to do with the 

method of teaching than the content of the course. A 

majority of students indicated a great interest in the 

general topics of social studies. However, they disliked 

their social studies classes because of the emphasis 

on places and dates. Strict memorization of facts is too 

prevalent in the social studies and it disservices stu

dents because it does not represent higher order thinking. 

Varied methods are too often not used in social studies. 

Lecturing or teacher talk is by far the most common mode 

of instruction (Morrissett 512). 

Teachers 

Morrisett's findings lead directly into another 

facet of education that has received a great deal of 

blame - the teachers. Although there are shortages in 

other subjects, such as science and math, this is not the 

case in social studies. There is an overabundance of 

social studies teachers and many of them have inferiority 

complexes because scientists, scholars, and laymen have 

labeled social studies as being less important than other 

7 
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subjects (Machlup 57). However, the dissatisfaction with 

and of the teachers does not apply solely to social studies. 

Teacher quality, selection, and training have all come under 

attack. The National Teacher Examinations, speciality tests, 

and internships are meant to improve teacher performance. 

Schlechty and Vance maintain that low teacher salaries, 

diminished social status, and increased alternatives to 

teaching for the more able women and minorities have 

resulted in a lowering of teacher competencies (Berryman 

and Schneider 508). 

A national sample of 54 supervisors selected from 

members of the Social Studies Supervisors Association 

of the National Council of the Social Studies was asked 

to evaluate beginning teachers in their field. The 

supervisors were divided into three different groups based 

on enrollment, four different groups based on geographic 

location, and two different groups based on years of 

educational experience. They were asked to examine 32 

components of the teacher education program. The only 

area in which beginning teachers were rated as better 

than adequate was lecturing. The areas the supervisors 

were most critical of were social studies content know

ledge, professional knowledge and practice, and communica

tion and management skills. Many of the most serious 

deficiencies; test construction, communication skills, 

questioning, discussion leadership, and teaching strategies 

all fall into one course at college. The supervisors did 

not want to do away with this course, methods, but instead 



felt it should be greatly improved (Berryman and Schneider 

507 -508) . 

It has been suggested that teachers in training are 

academically unable and that traditional programs of pre

paration should be abandoned. It has also been suggested 

that many people who choose the teaching profession do 

so as a "last resort" because they could not compete in 

other fields of endeavor. Others lament the lack of 

selectivity in recruiting teacher education students and 

the failure to agree on the competencies necessary for 

teaching (Berryman and Schneider 507). However, the tests 

and internship programs mentioned earlier should help to 

weed out the very worst. There is also evidence that 
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the brightest teachers leave the classroom the earliest. 

Recent studies show that retaining our most competent teach

ers is at least as important as recruiting more qualified 

individuals and using higher minimum standards for program 

admission and certification (Berryman and Schneider 508). 

Although dissatisfaction with teachers is not just a recent 

trend, a majority of the supervisors felt that education 

program standards and beginning teacher competencies de

clined in the early 1980's (Berryman and Schneider 508). 

What do the teachers perceive as the problem? Tables 2 A-C 

bear on this question. Teachers, parents, and students show 

different perceptions of the problems. According to 

Chapman and Hutcheson the attrition rate of teachers at 

both the elementary and secondary level is directly related 

to the teacher need for job responsibility and autonomy. 
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Many teachers feel limited and constrained (Lee and Pruitt 95). 

Other complaints that teachers had was the apathy towards 

school on the part of both students and parents. Teachers 

also felt they lacked the time to teach their subject, 

necessary materials and equipment, and good sources of 

information about new methods and materials. They felt 

that too much of their time had to be spent on administra-

tive duties and the maintenance of discipline (Morrissett 512). 

In a Harris poll of 1,981 teachers, a majority felt they 

were underpaid and without sufficient support from parents 

or community. Fifty-three percent would not advise a young 

person to pursue a career in teaching (Gimlin 21). 

Texts 

Another problem that exists in social studies is the 

textbooks. Not only were teachers unhappy with the read

ability, but also with the fact that texts typically stress 

only the transmission of information to the exclusion of 

more sensitive or controversial issues. Several topics in 

social studies would fall into one of these two categories, 

but students need to be able to read about them and form 

their own opinion. For example, the Vietnam War would 

be considered controversial to many Americans. Many texts 

included only the most basic facts concerning the Vietnam 

War and omitted information that could possibly be objec

tionable. However, some improvements have been made. Al

though minorities and women are mentioned less often than 

white males in most texts, they are mentioned a great deal 

more than in previous years. The use of color and graphics 

in social studies texts has also increased (Morrissett 511). 
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Scope and Sequence 

Finally, there are problems in the social studies 

having to do with scope and sequence. In 1916, the 

National Education Association's Commission on the 

Social Studies recommended a pattern for courses in 
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grades kindergarten through six and seven through twelve 

based on the expanding environment theme. (In this concept 

a child begins by learning about himself or herself and 

learns in steps about his or her community, state, nation, 

and finally the world.) This pattern is still in place 

with minor deviations despite the great changes that have 

taken place in social knowledge and the needs of students 

and society. It has been retained due to the strength of 

tradition, reinforcement of pattern by textbook content, 

and a lack of compelling alternative (Morrissett 511-512). 

There is little coordination of social studies programs 

between grade levels, especially between elementary and 

secondary levels. 

Summary of Shortcomings 

Thus, the problems would seem to pervade the social 

studies. Teachers, students, texts, and "the system" 

are all afflicted. There is too much inertia in the 

system, too much disagreement on how to achieve goals 

and on the goals themselves. Finally, the solutions or 

remedies cost far more money than is realistic (Morrisett 514). 

When did the problems become so enormous? Berryman 

and Schneider say that this sense of urgency and national 

risk are not unique. They argue that general criticisms 
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of social studies teachers can be traced back to at least 

the beginning of the twentieth century (Berryman and 

Schneider 507). In contrast, Paul Peterson believes that 

the national reports have blown the problems out of pro

portion. He puts forth the following statements against 

national reports on education: 1.) The report is almost 

certain to exaggerate the problem it addresses. 2.) The 

report will state only broad, general objectives. 3.) The 

report will recommend changes that are beyond current 

technology and resources. 4.) The report will not spell 

out the details of its proposed innovations. 5.) The 

report will seldom call for institutional reorganization. 

6.) The report will poorly document the value of the 

solutions it proposes (Gross 113-15). However, views 

such as Peterson's are an anomaly. Most people feel that 

the reports warrant some attention. Even if the problems 

were not of crisis proportions, which they are, some

thing could still be done to improve education. 

Solutions 

The problems are so complex that there obviously can 

not be easy solutions. The College Entrance Examination 

Board could not specify a reason why Scholastic Aptitude 

Test scores have been falling for two decades. The 

authors' discussed everything from "the breakup of the 

traditional family, to the turbulence stirred up by the 

Vietnam War, to the kinds of courses taken in high school" 

(Maeroff 1). 



Critical Analysis 

Before discussing what proposals will improve social 

studies, it might be helpful to determine which ones will 

not. One suggestion that will not work would be to 
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recruit liberal arts graduates with no prior teacher edu

cation or professional experience. Such potential teachers 

are likely to have problems with discipline. Also, just 

because a person is very knowledgeable about a subject does 

not mean that he or she can transmit that knowledge, es

pecially to those who are not one's peers. Hiring liberal 

arts students who did not have training in education has 

been tried and it has failed. For example, in 1964, the 

Chicago schools employed 1,000 college graduates without 

teacher training; only 167 remained in spring, 1965 (Berryman 

and Schneider 508). We must keep teacher education, but 

it should be improved. As indicated by the Berryman 

and Schneider study of social studies supervisors, the 

methods course must be revamped. Early field experience 

should be extended to give the teacher education student 

a better understanding of students and classrooms. 

For a number of reasons, minimum competency tests 

which students must pass in order to graduate is a proposed 

solution that will not be effective. First, there is no 

single set of courses taken by all students. Therefore, 

the tests usually are rather easy to insure that everyone 

has covered the concepts. By way of example, the following 

questions were asked on New York's first test for seniors: 

1.) A basketball is a ... cylinder ... cube ... cone ... sphere? 



- 2.) When written as a percent, the fraction 1/2 is ... 75% 

... 50% ... 25% ... 20%. 3.) Fred has four candy bars. If he 

divides each bar in half, what is the total number of 

pieces he will have ... 8 ... 2 ... 16 ... 4? The tests have 

since been made slightly more difficult, but they are 
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still extremely easy (Maeroff 41). Some of the general 

public love the "get tough" stance, but they do not know 

that the test is, roughly, at a junior high school level. 

Students are also allowed to retake the test as many times 

as necessary, redoing only the portion that they failed. 

Students are only required to achieve a score of sixty-five 

percent (Maeroff 42). 

Second, minimum competency tests are not fair to 

the student. If he or she actually is that poor a student, 

why was the individual allowed through the system? Why 

was he or she not given remediation? It is grossly unfair 

to a student to pass him or her at every grade, then not 

allow the student to graduate because of a failed test. 

A good testing program, grade by grade, that identifies 

the skills and competencies that a student has mastered 

and indicates what ought to be done to make up the de

ficiencies as he goes along would be much preferable 

to a single test that one must pass in order to graduate 

(Maeroff 43). 

A third problem of minimum competency tests is that 

they encourage some teachers to teach "towards the test." 

In other words, a teacher who wants his or her students 



to do well will, consciously or not, teach what is on 

the test, while ignoring other important concepts. 

Questionable Tactics 

Merit pay is a questionable device for improving and 

rewarding teacher performance. The idea sounds good but 

it is difficult to implement. A number of schools have 

tried, then abandoned this tactic. Merit pay is usually 

awarded by way of one of three approaches. The first 
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approach, which is based on teacher performance evaluation, 

includes knowledge of subject, lesson plans, classroom 

technique, and rapport with students and staff. The second 

approach, which is based on evaluation of professional 

competency, includes academic credentials, years of 

experience, and willingness to take on extra responsibility. 

The third approach is educational productivity. Teachers 

are judged by how much their students learn, as determined 

by subject matter or skills tests (Gross 51). The problems 

with merit pay are obvious. It is subjective; it is diffi

cult to measure and to judge. Politics or prejudice too 

easily enter into administrative decisions regarding merit pay. 

Recommendations 

National Recommendations 

In A Nation at Risk the following recommendations were 

made concerning content: Social studies should be designed 

to: 1.) enable students to fix their place and possibilities 

within the larger social and cultural structure. 2.) under

stand the broad sweep of both ancient and contemporary ideas. 

3.) understand the fundamentals of how our economic system 



works and how our political system functions. 4.) grasp 

the difference between free and responsive societies 

(National Commission 25). 

The following recommendations were among those made 

regarding standards and expectations: 1.) grades should 

be indicators of academic achievement. 2.) four year 

colleges and universities should raise their academic 

requirements. 3.) standard tests of achievement should 

16 

be given at critical transition points. 4.) texts should 

be upgraded (National Commission 27-28). Finally, these 

recommendations were made concerning time management: more 

homework should be given and attendance policies should 

be improved. 

Some of these suggestions by the National Commission 

on Excellence in Education are vulnerable to some of the 

accusations made by Peterson about national reports. How

ever, there are a few specific suggestions that might 

improve social studies education, but they need to be 

further clarified. 

Students 

Something must be done to change the attitude of 

many students and their parents. Competent defenders of 

the social studies must make their cases known in the 

media. Within the classroom teachers can do specific 

things to give students a positive attitude towards 

social studies. Lecture, recitation, and worksheet 

completion, which are a natural result of dependence 

upon the textbook for determining focus, must be kept to a 
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minimum (Rusnak and Dorow 77). Students must be more 

involved in a variety of learning activities. More 

individualization is needed. Girod offers suggestions 
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for influencing students' attitudes toward the social 

studies. "These types of strategies are intended to 

influence children with negative attitudes, help maintain 

positive attitudes, and influence children regardless of 

their predispositions toward the social studies" (Girod 155). 

In particular, persuasion must be used on the child who 

does not like social studies or who has failed in this 

area in the past. An improvised argument could be used 

to bait interest, such as "Why should we study this 

particular topic?" Trivia questions about persons or 

events can also catch students' interest. Simulations, 

games, and role playing influence attitudes positively 

(Girod 157). Developing inconsistencies is another way 

to influence students with a negative attitude. By way 

of example, a teacher can create beneficial cognitive 

dissonance by placing a student who does not like social 

studies with a group of friends who do like it to work 

on a project. One of the ways a student may validate this 

dissonance is by giving social studies another chance. 

Why should not social studies teachers use methods from 

one of their own field (psychology) to better their 

classroom (Girod 157). 

Probing questions which require students to defend 

their positions should be used with those who have a 

positive attitude toward social studies. Further, all 
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students need reinforcement and personalized contact with 

teachers. Concurrently, the teacher's competence and 

enthusiasm should be obvious. Students also enjoy giving 

their input about content, sequence, teaching strategies 

and assignments (Girod 156-57). Increased use of computers 

could aid social studies teachers and students by providing 

"individual instruction, reduced paperwork for teachers 

and administrators, and access to tremendous data banks. 

Computers also offer interactive, manipulative, and visual 

learning" (Morrissett 516). 

Teachers 

The most obvious factor to change in order to 

improve the quality of teachers would be to improve their 

pay. Career ladders that would give teachers mobility 

would help to retain the better teachers. School boards 

need to hire social studies teachers on the basis of their 

teaching ability and not their coaching abilities. 

Social studies teachers must stress the importance 

of their subject. They must take greater pride in social 

studies. Students cannot be expected to think that social 

studies is important if the teacher does not think so. 

Final Summary 

In conclusion, social studies is one of the most 

important classes in our schools because it teaches skills 

that every person needs. Although there are problems unique 

to social studies, it is impossible to talk solely about social 

studies' shortcomings without mentioning the ills that affect 

every subject in school. However, social studies is an 
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important subject whose problems can be remedied. 

Social studies deserves our attention . 
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Drug/alcohol use 

Organilalion 
Inadequatc resources, 
e.g., per,onnel, huild
in!!" cquipmenl, and 
f1lal~ria" 

Rille, ;lIlel rC!!III;llions 
Plhlr (un i(ulllrn 

Prejlllltcc'lracial ulIIflicl 

Sift.' pt 'l·'Hhd/I..I;I' ... ,t.:'~ 

Poor tl';ll·h\:' .... ·h:.telllllg 

rl'ad'l'I'· l .. lllf, C '" eli,
,·'plinc 

/\dlllllll .... lr.lfltlfl 

1t1l'"1J.! lUI IIltq.:I.ltltlfl 



-

-

,\1 <'till 

Scorn 

Table 2 C 

r"11f 11f'I".1 

I.~IL'''' 01 '11I~h..·flt IIllt'lt',1 

( .• Il'''' 01 P;lft'lll Illkft."" 

SllIlklll lIli,h~",l\·"" 

1'41/",'111\ 

I llll.1..! '.tI~, -III ,I II' .... 

Stlllkl1l IlIl,hl'II,t\'hli 

2.2 I), u):/;II(ollol ,I\C 

2.1 

2.() 

1.9 

I.K 

1.7 

1.6 

1..5 

Inadc:qu'lt.: IC\tHIfl.'(."\. 

e.~ .. pn\l,nnd. huild
ing'. equiplllenl, ;ond 
maleri;," 

Swdenl languaj!e prllh· 
kill, 

Poor teacher,/leal-hing 
Administration 
Organi/.ation 

Lack of staff interc,1 
Graduation standards 
Poor curriculum 
Rules and regulations 
interfere with educa
tion 

I .. h.:h. of "llllklll Illll'j

\.,,( 

rt:;h .. __ ht."'· 1.\lIIJI\.' h) dl'\ 

'·'I,hnc 
Ponr Il'OI(hL'1 ,,;tt:;II.:hIlH! 

I,ack of ,10111 IIlInl',1 

SiLc of SCIlOlll/d;",~, 
Poor curriculunl 
Inadequal~ re'Ollr(~,. 

c.~ .. pcrsllnnel. hull" 
ings. equirrnclll. ;11111 
material, 

Rules and regulalion, 
inlerfere with celuc,· 
tion 

Administration 

Prejudice/racial conflici 

(Goodlad 72) 

.\ /111/.'111.\ 

Sllllklllllu,heh"Vlllr 
I), 1I):,';","Olllll u,,' 
( ), !!;lIlil ,II ion 

I.;,t:~ of ,lulkn1 in1crcs1 

IIIade4uaie re"ll,rccs 
I'oor Icacher,lleaching 

Rule, and rc!!ula1ions 
Poor curm:ulum 
SiLe of ,choolldasses 

Teachers' failure to dis
cipline; 

Administration 
Prejudice/racial conflict 
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