Proposed New Jersey Social Studies Standards

A Statement by New Jersey Social Studies Educators

We have reviewed the proposed New Jersey Core Curriculum Content Standards in Social Studies for 2009 and have attended several regional standards review sessions. The chief intent of a standards document is to define the content for public school curricula in a meaningful way that improves curriculum and instruction. The standards should provide local districts and curriculum writers with meaningful goals such as those included in the introduction to the document, and coherent standards that logically progress toward those goals. The proposed standards do not achieve these objectives. The proposed social studies standards do not meet their stated purpose “to provide the foundation for creating local curricula decisions and meaningful assessment.” Nor do they meet the goal of fostering "civic minded, globally aware and socially responsible" citizens. The proposed social studies standards:

· Do not constitute a coherent and well-designed approach to social studies education that will help guide teachers;

· Do not effectively integrate geography, history, civics and economics;

· Provide no articulation or scaffolding Kindergarten through grade12;

· Do not meet existing statutory requirements for Holocaust and genocide education or New Jersey history;

· Have glaring omissions and perplexing redundancies and inaccuracies;

· Include confusing Cumulative Progress Indicators (CPIs) and cumbersome and ineffectual sample lessons and foundations;

· Lack intellectual rigor or sustained emphasis on critical thinking;

· Lack meaningful opportunities for student engagement; and 

· Do not reflect the efforts of the clarification project or any current scholarship or research in social studies education. 

The proposed social studies standards are unacceptable as a blueprint for social studies education in New Jersey. The authors of the draft standards have failed to realize the broad-based vision of social studies required of reflective citizens.  As presently constituted, the 2009 social studies standards would be a step backwards from the 2004 standards. This would have serious negative consequences for social studies curriculum writers, teachers using this resource for instructional planning, and most importantly, our public school students who need to be prepared for future citizenship. If released in their current form, the New Jersey social studies standards will once again be the subject of national ridicule as the initial 1996 standards were.  

We recommend that the current 2004 standards be retained until such time as the proposed standards are substantially revised to eliminate these deficiencies.  Members of the New Jersey Social Studies Supervisors Association, the New Jersey Council for the Social Studies, the New Jersey Council for History Education and the New Jersey Center for Civic and Law-Related Education welcome involvement in a process that will seriously include our suggestions for improvement.

1.  The approach is incoherent
The draft social studies standards do not constitute a unified, coherent and well-designed approach to social studies education.  Rather, they represent an effort to blend fundamentally different types of standards documents into a composite that bears little relationship to a comprehensive social studies education. The elementary level standards are organized according to themes developed by the National Council for the Social Studies. The approach at the middle school level is thematic for U.S. History but chronological for Global Studies. The high school level is organized totally by historical chronology. Having schools utilize broad programmatic standards in grades K-4 and then shift to a primarily chronological approach for the remaining 8 grades makes little sense if the goal is to educate students to be knowledgeable and skilled in articulating multiple perspectives drawn from specific subject fields or from broad, interdisciplinary areas of inquiry based on powerful themes.  

In contrast to the existing 2004 social studies standards, which at least articulate a set of relatively coherent and parallel perspectives in economics, civics, history and geography from grades K through12, the new standards proposed for grades 5-12 destroy the parallel structure of the current standards and fail to create an effective design that is truly integrative and issues-centered.  

2.  Civics, economics, history and geography are not effectively integrated

The proposed standards do not move beyond a superficial effort at integrating geography, economics, and civics into what is primarily a history-based curriculum design beyond grade 5.  If the proposed standards truly integrated civics, geography, economics and history through essential questions, a chronological approach might provide a structure for a rich interplay of geographical, economic, political and historical factors. Instead, the proposed CPIs for civics, geography and economics are often strained rather than focused on essential questions and themes.  

The world history standards for grades 5-8 are one example of the failure to successfully integrate the various social science disciplines. These standards are Eurocentric and wedded in traditional history with only limited connections for understanding economic, scientific and technological forces, or the importance of ideas, beliefs and values. Furthermore, throughout the standards, the importance of historical context and geographical place is missing or improperly stated in an effort to compare the past and the present.  The core characteristics of the various disciplines are lost in this attempt to integrate the standards and fail to develop in our students the habits of mind and critical thinking skills necessary for understanding the world in which they live.

3. There is no articulation or scaffolding Kindergarten through grade 12

There is no effort to articulate a coherent program of social studies education for students from grade K through 12.  Nor is there any effort to scaffold additional learning on prior knowledge and skills. The 8th grade CPIs do not build on the 4th grade CPIs. The 12th grade CPIs do not build on the 8th grade CPIs. It seems as though three sets of standards were created by three separate groups without any communication among them. The net effect is not only incoherence and inconsistencies, but redundancies and missing topics. It seems unlikely that Heidi Hayes-Jacobs, frequently cited as a project consultant, would endorse the social studies standards as currently proposed since her focus on curriculum mapping relies on developing models for coherence so that K-12 educators can coordinate effective planning.

4. The CPIs do not meet statutory requirements and have other glaring omissions
Significant topics are absent from the CPIs, including those that are required by law.  For example, there are no references to immigration, industrialization and political changes in New Jersey after the Revolutionary War period. In fact, there is little mention of New Jersey at all beyond the Revolutionary War period. Yet the 1844 New Jersey Constitution is an excellent reflection of society at this point in time. The 1947 New Jersey Constitution made radical changes in state and local government and brought the state to the forefront of progressive reforms that provided a model for other states to follow. New Jersey was the source of many technological innovations (manufacturing, railroads, electricity, etc.) and other contributions to the health, wealth and welfare of the nation, which should be recognized. Most importantly, NJSA 18A: 35-1 requires the teaching of New Jersey history as part of a high school U.S. History course, and this requirement is not met.

Nor is the requirement to provide instruction about the Holocaust and genocides in both the elementary and secondary grades met.  The only reference to the Holocaust and genocides in grade 4 is 6.1.4.D.22 “Explain how stereotyping and prejudice have led to conflict in the past, such as the Holocaust.” Elementary school students first need to understand what stereotyping and prejudice is.  They need a concrete understanding of perception, issues of inclusion and exclusion, discrimination, pre-judging individuals and separating opinion and fact in elementary school as scaffolding for understanding the Holocaust in secondary school. The proposed standards do not accomplish this.

More specific omissions in the grade 12 U.S. history standards include, by way of example, the failure to mention the role of women in the abolition movement or their efforts starting in the 1840s to improve their own legal and political rights; the temperance movement and the Progressive Era; how the development of railroads led to the creation of corporations and monopolies; the causes and impact of the economic “booms and busts”; the strikes and violence that accompanied industrial development; or the international women’s peace movement during World War I. These movements, problems and efforts provide important lessons for students to learn about causal relationships, decision-making, and the importance of the ordinary lives of Americans in the development of our nation.

Although global understandings and competencies frame the vision of this document, there is no global standard for elementary students and only one indicator in the entire document on current global issues.   At the high school level, “Contemporary Global Issues” are compressed into one indicator, giving all such issues the same relative weight as other topics that comprise an entire indicator, such as the “Interwar period”.  Important contemporary global issues such as the legacy of imperialism, the proliferation of weapons of mass destruction, the AIDS pandemic, regional conflicts and global environmental degradation are practically absent from even this one indicator.  Furthermore, these issues are not presented as logical extensions of the world history content that is included. Other topics such as the United Nations Universal Declaration of Human Rights, the development of the European Union, and the Cultural Revolution in China are also notably absent.  

5. Redundancies and Inaccuracies Abound
There are many redundancies.  Compare, for example, 6.1.4.A.15 “Explain how folklore and actions of famous and fictional characters from New Jersey and other regions of the United State have contributed to an American national heritage” and 6.1.4.D.1-5 “Explain how the American national heritage has developed from cultural contributions of people living in New Jersey and other regions in the United States as well as from common American traditions and values”.  The former is under the theme of “time, continuity and change”, while the latter is under “Citizenship” but both grade 4 CPIs are similarly focused on culture and values in New Jersey and other regions.

Compare 6.1.8.B.4.b, “Explain how geography affected New Jersey’s role in the American Revolution” and 6.1.12.B.2.b, “Explain how geography impacted the role of New Jersey in the American Revolution.” Why should we repeat the American Revolution in high school? Let alone, why should we ask the same question we asked in 8th grade? If essential questions and enduring understandings are the model for the proposed standards, then students should learn early American history in grades 5-8 and develop a deeper understanding in grades 9-12 of the development of the U.S. Constitution and the social and economic changes in the country that followed.  This more effective and efficient division of content in the study of U. S. History was a major improvement in the 2004 standards that should be retained.

There are also perplexing inaccuracies. See, for example, 6.1.8.A.1.b, “Determine the influence of Native American government on the creation of the United States Constitution and development of American democracy.” The focus on the influence of Native Americans on our early governmental structure is out of proportion with its actual impact. 

Or 6.1.8.A.3.c. “Explain why the Declaration of Independence, the United States Constitution, the Bill of Rights and the New Jersey Constitution have become a model for other nations.” The original 1776 New Jersey Constitution was hardly a model for anything with its lack of separation of powers and its weak executive (However, the 1947 New Jersey Constitution, which is not even mentioned in the standards, has been a model for many other states). The focus perhaps should be instead on the provisions of the 1776 New Jersey Constitution regarding religious and political rights.

And 6.1.12.C.11.a, “Relate the role of women in the labor force to their ability to acquire the right to vote.” Women gained the right to vote in 1920 because they stopped opposing U.S. entry into World War I and instead supported President Wilson’s war efforts.  Most European countries had already given their women the right to vote by this time. It had little to do with women in the workforce since women were less than 10% of the workforce in 1920 and most held the lowest paying jobs.

6.1.12.D.11.b, “Explain why the Espionage Act and Sedition Amendment were enacted to promote patriotism.” The CPI includes a conclusion—“to promote patriotism”—which does not encourage students to think for themselves and is wrong: the main reasons for the Espionage Act and Sedition Amendment were fear, politics and national security. 

6. The document is cumbersome and confusing
The proposed standards are not only more than twice the size of the existing ones (66 pages without the additional online lists and sample lessons as opposed to 33 pages of the existing social studies standards), but also cumbersome and confusing.  It is difficult to follow the threads of the different strands.  Sometimes the CPIs are so vague that it is unclear what is wanted. See, for example, 6.1.4.B.6 “Describe the interaction of human beings and their physical environment.” Or, 6.1.8.C.4.a, “Determine the actions taken as a result of varying economic perspectives that led to the inception of the American Revolution?” What does this mean? We think that it is (or should be) trying to ask, “Evaluate the purpose and impact of British mercantile and taxing policies after the French and Indian War and American responses to them.” See also, 6.1.8.A.5.e, “Evaluate the effectiveness of the New Jersey Constitution in resolving past and present conflicts from multiple perspectives.” This is so broad as to be meaningless, unless it is broken down either chronologically or by reference to topics such as education and representation.

After unraveling the many layers of this document, we were confounded by the foundational charts, which further relegate social studies to lists of people, places, and events.  We believe there is no point to even include this type of “foundational chart” in the standards, as it is the responsibility of local school districts and curriculum writers to define content to this degree of specificity.  

7.  The proposed standards lack intellectual rigor or sustained emphasis on critical thinking
The draft standards do not support teaching for critical thinking nor do they reflect the importance of applying classroom learning to real-world experiences. The standards lack any essential questions or enduring understandings that would encourage curriculum writers or teachers to move beyond a basic transmission of knowledge.  Organizing the content in similar fashion to a survey history textbook and creating indicators laden with informational knowledge and absent true social studies integration provide no vehicle for critical thinking.  We find it hard to believe that Grant Wiggins, who has been a consultant on this project, has reviewed these proposed social studies standards.  The work of the clarification project—an effort to move from rote learning to critical thinking-- is not reflected in the proposed standards at all.

8.  The proposed standards lack meaningful opportunities for student engagement

The operative words in the CPIs are “explain,” “analyze,” “evaluate,” “compare,” and “relate.” There are no CPIs asking for students to actively engage in a moot court, a mock trial, a legislative hearing, or any other oral presentation involving a democratic process or procedure. There are no references to service learning, active citizenship or to any involvement with the community. How are we to “foster civic minded, globally aware and socially responsible citizens,” if we do not provide our young people with the skills to be socially responsible and civic minded? How are students to appreciate the value of civic engagement if their entire K-12 social studies program fails to ever engage them in civic-related activities? Although student engagement has been cited as a goal for the proposed standards, the draft document does not meet this goal.

9. The proposed standards have no basis in scholarship or research

Research in social studies education has progressed significantly in the last decade, yet no empirical or theoretical studies have been applied to the formation of this document.  

For example, since students in Massachusetts have consistently achieved the highest scores on NAEP social studies assessments, perhaps we should look at the Massachusetts social studies standards as a model.  The Massachusetts standards are half as long as the proposed New Jersey social studies standards. They are coherent, straightforward, easy to follow and do not include cumbersome lists of items or sample lessons.  

The proposed standards do not make use of current historical scholarship or research by Sam Wineburg, Gary Nash, and Art Costa on learning theories. Nor do they emphasize the importance of historical perspectives, interpretation, problem-solving, and decision-making, following the Habits of the Mind model.  The proposed standards do not incorporate the scholarship of Diana Hess or Margaret Crocco concerning the teaching of controversial issues, or Walter Parker, Joseph Kahne or the Center for Information and Research on Civic learning and Engagement.  

Similarly, the recommendations of the national Civic Mission of the Schools Report (2004) are ignored. This report outlined six promising practices, including: 1) instruction in government, history, law and democracy; 2) service learning linked to class instruction; 3) extracurricular opportunities to get involved in school and community; 4) participation in school governance; 5) simulations of democratic processes and procedures; and 6) class discussion of current local, national and international issues and events.  The proposed New Jersey social studies standards not only fail to focus on these promising practices but fail to even mention them. 

Finally, the proposed standards do not include Grant Wiggins’ Understanding by Design model, which was the basis for the Clarification Project conducted in New Jersey a year ago

to help bring greater rigor and critical thinking to the existing social studies standards.

In short, the authors of the proposed 2009 social studies standards failed to consider, make reference to or in any way use the existing scholarship and research in the field of social studies education.
Recommendations
Before the 2009 New Jersey Core Content Standards in social studies are published, substantial revisions to their content and structure need to be made to address the issues we raised above. We strongly urge you to involve some of the experts from a variety of backgrounds across the state who have been offering their assistance to the Office of Academic Standards since last spring.  Until then, the current social studies standards should remain in place.

New Jersey students have been promised a comprehensive education that prepares them to be informed citizens and productive workers. This promise can only be met if New Jersey educators have a coherent, usable set of standards that can help them make meaningful decisions about social studies curricula and assessment in the 21st century.

Initial Endorsers: 
Noel Baxter, Westfield, NJ Social Studies Supervisors Association

Hank Bitten, Ramapo, NJ Council for History Education

John Boland, President, NJ Council for the Social Studies

Phyllis Bruno, Vice-President, NJ Social Studies Supervisors Association

Fred Cotterel, Montclair University, NJ Collegiate Alliance for Social Education 

David Cowell, Vice-President, Advocates for New Jersey History

Jim Daly, Seton Hall University, NJ Collegiate Alliance for Social Education

Anthony DiBattista, President, NJ Council for History Education

Nick DiGregory, Vice-President, NJ Council for the Social Studies

William Fernekes, NJ Social Studies Supervisors Association

Kristen Fox, Bernardsville, NJ Social Studies Supervisors Association

Arlene Gardner, NJ Center for Civic and Law-Related Education

Toby Kansagor, Hillsboro, NJ Social Studies Supervisors Association

Alan Lucibello, Montvale, NJ Council for History Education

Maxine Lurie, Seton Hall University, NJ Council for History Education

David Pierfy, Rider University, NJ Collegiate Alliance for Social Education

Joseph Refinski, East Orange, NJ Council for History Education

Beth Rubin, Rutgers University, NJ Collegiate Alliance for Social Education

Brad Siegel, President, NJ Social Studies Supervisors Association

Martha Viator, Rowan University, NJ Collegiate Alliance for Social Education

Ivy Urdang, Indian Hills, NJ Council for the Social Studies

Additional endorsers may be found at:

PAGE  
7

