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Section 1

A Position Paper:  Social Studies in the 

New Zealand School Curriculum

A POSITION PAPER:  

SOCIAL STUDIES IN THE NEW ZEALAND SCHOOL CURRICULUM

1.
INTRODUCTION

This section sets out our views on the nature, purpose structure and justification of social studies for New Zealand. This statement is based on the professional experience of the authors, views of a number of respondents to an earlier draft, and an extensive literature base which is listed at the end of this paper.

2. BASIC BELIEFS ABOUT SOCIAL STUDIES

We consider that the following basic beliefs about social studies should underlie a curriculum statement for New Zealand schools:

· The content of social studies is drawn primarily from the social sciences and the humanities subjects and disciplines.

· Social studies content reflects the changing nature of knowledge in these disciplines and the changing nature of society itself. Therefore, content needs to be continual review.

· Social studies is concerned with the study of human beings in the past, present and future.

· Social studies deals with significant social issues and problems.

· Social studies is an integrated subject which draws upon a range of disciplinary and philosophical traditions in a systematic manner.

· Social studies should involve social inquiry and the examination and appraisal of values for responsible decision making.

· Social studies should be concerned with empowerment of the social and ethical self, which means gaining the knowledge, skills and attitudes necessary for social literacy, and making reasoned judgements, considering others’ views and acting for the benefit of society.

· Social studies should be principally concerned with enabling young people to take their place in today’s complex world as informed, competent and responsible citizens.

3. FOUR FUNDAMENTAL TRADITIONS OF SOCIAL STUDIES

Our research and review of national and international literature leads us to conclude that four key traditions are evident in social studies as a school subject.  These traditions have emerged from a history of attempts to categorise social studies, notably those by Barr, Barth  and Shermis in their seminal work The Nature of Social Studies  (1978) and later writers like Marsh (1987), Hill (1994), and Gilbert (1996).  We suggest that the four major traditions can be identified as:  social studies as citizenship transmission, social studies as a social science, social studies as critical and reflective thinking, and social studies as personal, social and ethical empowerment.  These four traditions are outlined in detail in Section 3 and are briefly summarised here:  

3.1.
The citizenship transmission tradition is based in the premise that effective citizenship can best be achieved by passing on to students a generally accepted body of knowledge and understanding.  This includes an understanding of the history of our country and its place in the world, an acceptance of basic beliefs, and respect for our nation’s heritage and traditions.

3.2.
In the social science tradition, social studies as a subject is concerned with techniques of gathering, processing and applying information. This tradition acknowledges that knowledge is important for its own sake and should be viewed in terms of laws, principles and generalisations.

3.3.
The reflective inquiry tradition emphasises students’ abilities to make reasoned and rational decisions based on critical reflection. It encourages learning about society in a socially critical way and ‘the way it really is’.  Pupils should feel able to question what they find in their studies by asking about fairness and social justice.

3.4. Social studies as personal, social and ethical development, is concerned with the empowerment of the social and ethical self.  Proponents of this tradition argue that the purpose of social studies is to help students face and deal with problems in today’s changing world.  They claim that social studies should be concerned with the development of the whole person and should help students develop a positive self concept.  This tradition of social studies is concerned with helping students make responsible choices and encouraging them to take pride in their cultural and ethnic heritage.

These four traditions will inevitably influence the development of a New Zealand social studies curriculum statement, yet the mature of the emphasis from each remains contestable.

4. RATIONALE

Social Studies is the subject most directly concerned with the study of society and human activity in the contexts of continuity, change, and contemporary issues.  It is also concerned with the development of reflective thinking and social action through informed and enlightened civic participation.

As a subject social studies equips students with the knowledge and understanding of the past that is necessary for coping with the present and planning for the future.  It enables students to understand and participate effectively in their world and explain their relationship to it.  Social studies should provides students with skills for decision making and productive problem solving as well as for investigating and evaluating issues and making thoughtful value judgements.  The systematic and sequential integration of a body of content is necessary to enable students to develop a framework of understandings of society and their place in it.  Students also need to learn how to process content through the acquisition of learning skills in concert with other curriculum areas.

Today’s society is characterised by increasingly rapid social and technological change.  Students need to develop skills of assimilating new information in order to create knowledge for themselves.  They need to learn structures for understanding and adapting to changes in technology, the workplace and their own family organisation.  They need to learn about global interdependence, sustainability and the relationship of technology to social conditions.

The abilities for making personally and socially productive decisions do not develop by themselves; rather, they require that the body of content, skills and attitudes of social studies be introduced early and built upon throughout the years of schooling.  In summary, the key purpose of social studies is to help develop socially informed and effective citizens who are empowered with knowledge and skills in a changing society.

5.
DEFINITION OF SOCIAL STUDIES

Social studies is the systematic study of an integrated body of content from the social sciences and humanities to develop citizens with skills of problem solving and decision making on crucial social issues.

6.
AIM OF SOCIAL STUDIES

The aim of social studies education is to enable the student to be socially informed and ethically empowered as an active citizen in a changing society.

7. SOCIAL STUDIES AND CITIZENSHIP

Terms like “citizen” and “citizenship” are used frequently in social studies curricula.  The use of these terms does not suggest that modern social studies follows the citizenship transmission model described more fully in section 3. Citizenship transmission is only one tradition of social studies, one concerned largely with passing on an established body of agreed information. New Zealand and international social studies educators understand much more by the term “citizenship”.  They argue that social studies should help young people develop the ability to make informed and reasoned decisions for the public good as members of a culturally diverse democracy in a changing world.  Citizens need to be well informed and they need to have mastered a range of skills in posing questions, gathering and classifying data, making generalisations, testing hypotheses and reaching conclusions. To participate effectively in society citizens require a defensible system of values, habits of reflection and critical analysis and practical experience of social action.


8. THE BODY OF CONTENT OF SOCIAL STUDIES
The main aim of social studies is achieved when students engage with relevant, challenging content.  The body of content of social studies is set out in Fig. 1 and includes both knowledge and processes.  A good social studies programme has continuous interplay between all aspects of this content.

8.1
Knowledge
8.1.1  Key Knowledge about Society

The nation’s students need to learn and understand important knowledge about their own society and about the world. This can be structured in a number of ways.  We consider that the five strands already outlined in the first two drafts of Social Studies in the New Zealand Curriculum are an adequate way of structuring this key knowledge. We consider that the following statements describe the five key strands of knowledge about society.

In social studies students come to know and understand:

· how societies are organised and how social processes work, why they work as they do, and that there is a variety of perspectives on how societies could or should work;

· what culture is and the key features of a range of cultures.  People from various cultures should be studied.  In New Zealand, Maori, Pakeha and Pacific Island cultures should be emphasised, as well as the function and importance of heritage in the life and identity of individuals and groups;

· the role of place in the lives of individuals, cultures and societies, and the nature of the complex interrelationships between people and the environment;

· relationships between people, events and forces in the contexts of change and continuity through time and the nature of shared and diverse historical experiences, perspectives and interpretations;

· the role of resources in the lives of individuals, cultures and societies.  Students should investigate some aspects of how economic systems work, why they work as they do, and to consider a variety of perspectives on how economic systems could or should work in the best interests of people.

8.1.2   Key Perspectives in Society

The strands of knowledge are relatively comprehensive.  However, social knowledge in 

today’s world is complex and can be examined from a number of standpoints. In order to understand this and be able to live and work  comfortably with this complexity students need to know and understand: 

· what is involved in being an informed and active citizen;

· the cause, nature and possible options for resolving major global issues including environment, technology and development issues;

· the way racism works in society, and options for reducing racism through intercultural understanding and social change;

· the histories and current perspectives of Tangata Whenua;

· gender perspectives on society;

· the perspectives of future studies including the nature and implications of future work and technology for society and individuals.

8.1.3   Values and Society
Many of the important areas of study listed in the two sections above are the subject of debate and constitute issues that society is grappling with and seeking to resolve.  The way society and groups within society see these issues and attempt to work through them is strongly linked to values.  Because social studies is the subject in the curriculum which has the major focus on society the knowledge and skills needed to develop citizens who can play a full part in society must be key parts of social studies. There are key values a society seeks to “transmit” to its members.  Hill (1994) points out that society is justified in seeking to pass on these values but that in doing so (at least in part) through schools and subjects like social studies there is a delicate balance between indoctrination on the one hand and a false “neutrality” or values relativism on the other.  This is not an easy balance, but research indicates that there are ways to achieve this with school students.

 In summary the subject social studies should help students to know, understand and practice the following values:

· the importance of inclusiveness in human affairs and establishing inclusive practices;

· the nature of the human rights entitlements of all people and how to achieve and uphold them;

· how to exercise care and concern for others;

· the need for appropriate respect for difference and practical means of showing this;

· the principles of social justice and how to uphold them;

· ways and means of showing respect for and care of the environment;

· how to develop and accept individual and collective responsibility as individuals and groups in society.

· various forms of competition and how to use competitiveness constructively.

8.2   Processes of Social Studies
Students should also learn and apply a number of learning processes in social studies.  There are three key processes that use and combine all of the essential skills of the NZCF in a way that helps students to construct the key knowledge, perspectives and values important in social studies. The drafts and other social studies curricula statements have struggled to arrive at a definitive and agreed set of skills for social studies. We are suggesting that a good way to resolve this problem is to identify the key processes students need to know and use in working with the content of social studies.  Rather than try to arrive at a definitive list of skills in social studies it might be better recognise that all the essential skills of the NZCF and all the skills that are normally set out in any list of essential social studies skills are developed and used,  in various combinations through the following three key processes:

8.2.1
The social inquiry process  

This process is relatively well understood and regularly practised in social studies.  It embodies the tradition of rational, objective empirical inquiry.  This process includes asking questions, gathering information, processing information, concluding, generalising and reflecting and evaluating.

8.2.2   The values inquiry process 

This process is less well known and practised.  This is partly because of difficulties outlined in the values in society section above. This process is vital in engaging with the content outlined above. It includes approaches like values analysis, values clarification, critical thinking, critical reflection, ethical inquiry and transcultural critique and critical affiliation. These approaches are complex and a fuller explanation of them can be found in Hill (1994); further writing of a curriculum statement would require investigation of them.

8.2.3   The social action process  

Again this is a process that is currently poorly developed in many social studies programmes.  It is our view that this process is frequently misunderstood.  Social action is really applied decision making and problem solving and often includes identifying, through critical reflection, an area that requires some action. It involves identifying options about what could be done, evaluating the merits of the various options, deciding and justifying a preferred option, designing an action plan, implementing an action plan, and evaluating action plans. Other qualities and skills such as initiative, creativity, cooperation, and leadership are also involved in, and developed by, this process.

9.
OUTCOMES AND OBJECTIVES

9.1
Student Outcomes
The expected learning outcomes in the conception of social studies we have outlined above would be derived from the six components of the body of content above. We have not been able, in the time available, to fully translate these into outcome statements. This would be a project in itself. The achievement objectives in the drafts have attempted to do this. However, the nature of the these is problematic in that they currently focus too strongly on knowledge about society and undervalue the wider content of social studies . In particular, they do not adequately consider the processes of social studies.

There are various ways to describe outcomes for social studies. A possible approach in future curriculum documents is to organise descriptor statements in different levels to match the content outlined in Figure 1.1. Descriptor statements can prescribe some content, while leaving scope for teachers to choose more specific content, contexts and setting for classroom programmes. This is a difficult balance to achieve as the two drafts have shown. 

Attention is needed on these aspects:

· How to provide enough guidance on specific content to achieve scope and sequence and avoid unnecessary overlap.

· How to provide for flexibility for schools and teachers.

· How to provide teachers with sufficient information about the standard of work expected at each level.

9.2
From Achievement Objectives to Learning Activities
This section outlines a way of moving from achievement objectives to a planning and learning process and the construction of meaningful student knowledge and understanding.
Social studies is concerned with “knowledge” in the sense that Bragaw and Hartoonian (1988) use the term.  That is, knowledge is something constructed from factual information by the learner using appropriate thinking and valuing processes similar to those outlined above.  New Zealand social studies curricula have a tradition that “Factual knowledge is (to be) seen as the basis for helping students to develop concepts and general understandings about how people think feel and act” (Department of Education, 1987, p.17).  Thinking and valuing processes are important in social studies because students use them to process facts in order that specific items of information  may  be related to each other in a variety of ways to become ideas or “understandings”.  Understanding in social studies is expressed as ideas, concepts or generalisations.  A concept is an abstraction which pulls together a number of facts.  Concepts group certain facts together and help organise them and make sense of them by revealing patterns of similarity and difference.  To be understood, concepts need to be constructed by the learner under the guidance of the teacher. 

Beyer (1979) sees the next level of conceptualisation, understandings, as an intermediate stage between concepts and generalisations.  New Zealand teachers often refer to such “understandings” as main ideas or important ideas.  Understandings developed for one situation can be applied in other situations to develop generalisations.  Students working on the Social Organisation and Processes strand in Social Studies in the New Zealand Curriculum (draft) might develop understandings which relate to the ways in which a Pacific Island community organises itself to deal with a cyclone.  These same understandings can be re- applied to demonstrate how a New Zealand community deals with an earthquake or an Asian community with a flood.  Learning about cyclones, floods and earthquakes is incidental to the main objective of learning about the ways in which the people concerned reshape their social organisation to deal with emergencies and developing generalisations which help to explain these situations.

Generalisations are the most complex stage of social studies learning.  Generalisations can help us explain or predict, summarise what is thought to be true about similar cases and provide a way of synthesising and summarising information.  Generalisations are, of course, not absolute truths.  They should be regarded as tentative statements which can be modified, expanded or qualified.  Generalisations are different from understandings in that understandings refer to specific places, times, people, or items.  Generalisations are broader and applicable in a variety of situations.

Generalisations evolve from understandings. If we investigate a particular war and conclude that it was caused primarily for economic reasons, and if we then investigate another war and yet  another and another, reaching the same conclusion (understanding) each time, we can soon generalise about the cause of wars “Wars are primarily caused for economic reasons. (Beyer 1979, p7 )

From the perspective of students the curriculum is concerned with processing information to develop concepts and understandings.  These understandings will lead to important ideas or to the answers to broad focussing questions developed by the teacher for specific units of work.  The important ideas are derived from the curriculum achievement objectives at a particular level.  Students work from factual information through increasingly complex levels of understanding towards the ideas and achievement objectives which are determined by the general aims of the curriculum.  Teacher planning will generally begin with aims and achievement objectives and involve decisions about appropriate contexts and important ideas, and devising learning activities which will lead students towards an understanding of these ideas.  A typical scenario is shown in Figure 1.2.

Figure 1.2:
Facts, Concepts, Understandings and Generalisations in Social Studies

Facts
Indians hunted buffalo

Indians collected medicinal plants

The shaman  blessed the hunters before they left on a hunt

Buffalo skins were used for clothing

Deer antlers were made into  tools

The tribe followed the buffalo herds

European hunters killed thousands of buffalo

Concepts
 conservation, exploitation, interaction, scarcity, nomadision.

Understandings (Possible Important Ideas)
The Plains Indians relied on the physical environment for sustenance

The Plains Indians treated the environment with respect

The Plains Indians’  life style had to change when the buffalo were gone

Generalisations (Possible Achievement Objectives)
People relate to the environment in different ways 

People’s interactions with the environment may change over time 

Environments can be damaged or destroyed by exploitation

Major Generalisations
Patterns of relationship between people, places and the environment change.

People perceive places and environments differently.

Principle

People interact with each other and their environment.

10.   JUSTIFICATION FOR THE INCLUSION OF SOCIAL STUDIES AS A SUBJECT IN THE SCHOOL CURRICULUM

There is an influential body of international literature that provides a compelling rationale for the inclusion of social studies in the curriculum by clarifying the definition, purpose, content and methods of the field.  In particular our analysis has shown that:

· Social studies is the subject field which, more than any other, informs students of the changing nature of society and attempts to give them the knowledge and skills to participate within society as active and empowered persons and effective citizens.

· Social studies teaches a selected body of knowledge from the vast knowledge base of the disciplinary fields of the social sciences and humanities. 

· Social Studies has a unique body of content that includes specific knowledge about society, perspectives on society, values negotiation and formation in society, and the processes of social inquiry, values inquiry and social action.

· The processes of social studies develop all of the essential skills as defined in the curriculum framework in a unique way that contributes directly to the main goal of social studies.

· Social studies should have its identity as a subject field, for it has established traditions that date from early this century and are supported by a considerable body of international opinion. 

· Social studies in the New Zealand Curriculum should have the unique role of reflecting on and assisting in advancing the unique bicultural partnership of Tangata Whenua and Pakeha embodied in the founding document of New Zealand society, the Treaty of Waitangi.

· Social studies has a key role in educating all New Zealand children about the heritage of all of the main cultures in New Zealand society.

· Social studies should be taught to students in the senior secondary , and thus taught throughout all years of schooling.

· Social studies should have a curriculum design and structure which is systematic, sequential and coherent.

· Social studies continues to be controversial, which is hardly surprising since it deals with content and issues that are not readily agreed to by everyone.  This is a reflection of the many perspectives and views that exist within society itself.

11.
CONCLUSION

There is a clear and vital role for social studies as one of the newer curriculum areas in the national curriculum.  Social studies deals with important content that is not covered elsewhere in the curriculum.  There are, of course, difficulties and issues to be resolved but good ideas on how to do this are available in the work already done on the new curriculum statement.  This paper argues that social studies has an essential part to play in this country’s future and the debate over the new curriculum statement should be seen as an essential part of the process of curriculum development, for it is only through widespread discussion and debate that sound long-term decisions will be made.
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