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This paper reviews what sone leading critics of

public schools 3ay about sccial stwdies curriculum and suggests
implications cf the growing "freoe schools" movemcnt. The social
studies have becen charyed with the sucialization of children .nto the
existing majority culture, and with teaching the knowledqge and skills
required for effective citizenship. Critics claim that in carryiny
out these charges, schools have actually deepened divisions within
the society ant alienated students from the culture. The '"aew social
studies" have emphasized the ideas ana methodolejies of social
science or have emphasized valuing skills on public issues. Free
schools uspart from poth the older and the newsr objectives. They
enphasize the immediate needs and experience of the child with tae
jJoal of his self actualization, Witan selective enrollment in “foc 2
schools", the homogenizing effect of public school social studies

will be absent.

wider variatiors in vilues can be expected. The

existence of alternatives creates a p.oessutre on public school social
studies curticulum tn become more present-oriented, more

persnnalized,
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vach of the recent criticism of public schools concarne problems
that have special import for social studies cducations. Two themes seen
+0 run throush this current flow of critical literatures Firut, pudlic
schools are isolated from the "rsvelant" world outside the classroon,
Second, the genuine educational needs 2ni interests of a<olascents are
either piven inadeqrate attention in schools, or treatzd with fear and
< sdain,

The rurpose of this naper is to review what some of tﬁe leading
eritics of nublic education are saying explicitly or imnlicitly about

social studies curriculum, and to surgest somz oF the impiications the

“free school™ movement acrpears to have for social stndies education,

TEE SOCIAL "TURILS

——— o e sty

‘If we begin by reviewing what has been asked of social studies
teachers before we consider wiat is heing said ahout their performances
we find that thsy have traditionally been given a diffiecult twofold
assignment, First, they have teen expected to mediate our cultural
heritage in such a way that their stadents will want to sustain and
perpetuate our most cherished patterns of living. For the most part we
have wanted our scheols tu present the young with preparod nmoral judgrents
because a3 Xii¢ has raid, ‘

"Any community, great or small, is knit torether by
belief in certain enduring norms or prrineiples; when
knovledge of thosz nori.s dwindles, the Jabric of

X society wears out." (1 p.5L9)
¢
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T do ry thing, ani you do your thing,e

I am not in this world to live up to your expaectations,
And you are not in this world to live up to mine,

You are you and I anm I,

And if by chance we find each other, it's beautiful:

If not, it cantt ve helpod,



Seasnd, sccial studizs teachers have bheen expected fto proviie their
studants with the knowlwedre and skills neecessary to becomz effective
citizens, as wsll as the desire to want to be, Fanvey maintains that oy
orizntins airricilum to national interests, eccnomic needs and rolitisal
traditions *ased on nationzl lines, American schools have served as
a-:nts of *he states (2) Social studies teachers have clearly played

2 major rcls in that effort,
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So.e eoritics tell us that until recently socizl stiudies teachers
have concentrated on mediating our culture and have given little more
than lip service to citizenship education, According to Hanéey,

“The most important aspsct of citizenship education
in American schools = admitted by everycne and by
every study ~ is its utter emptiness and sterilitye." (2 p.16)

It is freoguently said that social studies curriculum has been dominated
by history and govermment courses that ‘nclude as much myth as reality,
Nevinann feels that too often our Constitution has been portrayed as a
guarantee that the needs of all citizens are being met, and tha®t such an
approach has, in his words, ". . o fortered massive public apathy." (3 p.538)

Kohl claims that social studies curriculum is "erazy,"™ and that it
neither serves the needs of the young or the needs of adult society. He
feels that social studies teachers,

"y « o teach 'objective knowledze and its corollary
ohedience to authority, They teach avoidance of

conflict and obedience to tradition in the guise of
history." (h p.116)
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.28 tiat ratnor than mediating our culture successfully,

sorind siutias tisthers hive actually contributed to the divisions that
exigst within our socieciy, Ho claims that they have done so,

n sghi~ - a vizw of the nation and its

o ceezses which &s incomplete and sim=

D @ valuzs and ideals but imaring

iti-z," (5 p.531)

.

Sceial stugizs tiachers Lave long heen ecriticized for looking; upon
their students as vassive receplors to be filled with information leaned
orimarily from expository textbeoks, (4) but larin carries the argunant
aven further, e sugcests that,

"Tt may well e that dependence on print and
abstraction is one of the davices we use to make
students manipilatable, as if we meant to teach

them that ideas exist in talk or on the pare but
rarely in activity," (7 p.70)

Cne final quote from “riedenbers which carries the criticism 37
social studies education to thes extreme should be encugh to bring the
point home, Friedenberg claims that not only have we feiled, but that,
"It is idle to talk about civil liberties to adults
who were sysiematically taupht in adolescence that

they had none; 2nd it is sheer hypocrisy to call
such people Ireedom=loving." (8 p.187) -inphasis added,

THS "NZY SOCIAL STUSIZS" BRING CURRICULVI EIFCRYS

The emergence of the "new social studies" could also be viewed as a
rejection of nuch cf what has been done in the name of social studie
edncationes Although a definitive definition of the "new social studies"
has not bveen formulated and a:reeded upon - even by specialists within
the field - it is useful here to consider its major features,’

ost of what i3 considered "new social studies" curriculum has either
come out of - or has ‘een influenced by - one or more of the approx-
mately 100 natioral sncial studies projects that have been developed

ver the past decades In gzencral, '"new social siudies" curriculum emhasizes
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ihe ideas an’ methodolories of the various social sciences. The structure of
the disciplires as well as the majer concepts have become of major importance,
stratezies have tean -Zeveloped to engage students in verious lewv. ls and tvres
of thought processes. Intercisciplinaiy approaches and cross-cultural mat-
erials are also being useds Ilore rearlity and awareness of conflict is brought,
into the curriculun by asking students to analyze pressing social issues. The
discovery and inguiry msthods have become the most touted methods of ingh-
reetions (95 19)

The "new social studies" and the many projects now avzilable could kardly
ha concidared a monolithie curriculum, but they all seem to share a common
faith in the value of the scientific approach to the study of human behavior,
“hile rational inquiry and systenatic evaluszticn seem to have become both the
keystone and the touchstone for the "new social studies™ - neither are very
compatible with the philosophy and soals of the alternative schools move-

‘ment, {113 12; 13; 1k)

Holt's characterization of one "new social studies" project typifies
some of the major objeciions siternative school auvocates have to the dire
ection social studies curriclum seems to taking us, Holt claims that,

If the makers of one new social studies curriculum

have their viay, everyv sixth grader in the country

will one day be able to say that what makes men

hunan is that they have opposable thumbs, tools,

languaze in which word order c¢an influence meaning,

etca For these experts, these verbal freight cars

carry an enorrnious load of associated nmeaning, Tor

the students they will be Just a few additions to

their lists of vhat they call ftceplst -~ pet phrases you

put dovm on an exam to make a teacher think you know the

course, empty of any other meaninge® (15 p.13)

Less than five years ago curriculum leaders were ta'tking about the "new
_social stuiies” revolution, classroom teachers averywhere were taking up the
cause, and reformers did battle with "traditionalists™ throughout the land,

Thuy revolution may not bs over yet, but it seems clear thit many of the foot

soldlers are deserting the ranks in search of alternatives, A tew reform move-

QO nt is now undervay that could tryly revolutionize cur scheols.
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A variety of crivate schools have alvays heen availadle to =ost
carents who for some ressen have nob sent thelr chil-ren to punlic
schools, Zut the alternative school of today is radically different
than the military academies, the religious schoals, an” the prep-schcols
we have knovme The alternative school ve are now szeing is what is
cormonly refered to as a "frez school," The alternative schools movement
is essentially an effort to reverse the trend torard Yscientific" cur-
riculun as well as right all the other "wrongs" of public education,

The alternative schools nmovement has caught the imagination of ed-
ucators at all levels, "Free schéols" are springing up all over the
countrye Organizations like the Summerhill Society, llew Schcols 4x-
chénge, New Dirsctiors, and thé Alternatives Foundation ~ as well as
rublications like THZI 3IG ROCK CAUDY MOUNTAIN and THE *f0D&-N UTOPIAN
help to spread the word for the movement and recruit new fellovers.

Although "freo schools” tend to be as different in detail as they are
numerous, they all seem to share a coxmon philosophical hase, In general,
the "free school" spokesmen maintain that public sciiools conceive of educ-
ation too narrowly, thet they ignore cther than the cognitive dimensions
of students, and that they are overly concerned with preparation for later
life, *ost "free school" advocates believe with Kohl that public’ schools,

s » o teach equality and demccracy vhile castrating
students and controlling teachars, !lost of all they
teach peopls to be silent about what they think and

feel, and worst of all they teach people to pretend
that they are saying what they think and feel.," (L p.116)
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Stretch idantified the genesis as well as the thrust of ths move-
ment toward "free schools” whan she chservad,

"The ravolt i3 no loanzer arainst ocutdated curriculuas

or ineffective teaching trods = the concerns of <the

Yate Piftizc and earldy Sivtics., The mvolt tezay is

arainst tze institation itse2lf, asainst the irmzlicit

assunntlon that leariinz must be imposed en nhildren

by adults, that learning is not scmething ont dees by

and for onzself, but something desipnated by a teacler," (16 p77)

"Free schools" are usually organized so that each student has the richt
and the opportunity to determine what h2 is to leam ard vhen he is to learn
it. "rres schools” gensrally operate on the ;remise that learning can and
dous take place in virtually any setting, and often student~-initiated andé
implemented vrojacts on any conceiveable sudbject corprise the antire cur-
riculun. There are usually no fixed nierarchiss of subject matter in
"free schools," and few believe that there are certain comzon "cultural

evreriences" that individuale rmust be expesed to Leflere thoy can be con-
~sidered truly educated,

Proponents of “free schools" helieve that cach child has an intrinsic
sense of veauty and apvropriateness, They b2lieve that each child will
want to learn and to help others if h2 i3 placed in an environmént of
freeden - an 2nvironmant trey say is rarels available in public schoolse
They alsc fecl that even under the best cenditions only 1 fraction »f the

poteniled of any individual is ever developed and us:de (17 ppe5-272; 18)

THE TLIES THEY ARZ . CHMANGING
Lhayd

.
. 3
—— ———— (——— it

"J

The rise of tre "free school" has com2 at a time when edvcators are
teing mada painfully aware of the cultural lagz und:r which our rublic

schonls labore farin warns us that,

O
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2zad maintains that the findings of snthronelesy do not sanrart the widely

relsi aszuaphion tnat trere is geonsral anrcomont albou™ e good, the trus

fad

and the beautifule Sze also rainizing that vwie nhave bhscoms a prefi:arative
ciety whore azults must laarn from chil<ren,

"7t is not only that varents ars ne 1

but thare ars no_Tuidos, whitther ona ¥
onets osn country or 2nro2d, Theve ar 21
who know what trosaz wno havae been rear thin th
last 20 years know abot the world into :%1ch they
ware bora," (19 p.78) -- Zarhasis adied,
If *2ad is correct then thz traditional reles o: tzacher as cultural nediator

and student as cultural asuinmilator are inarprorriate ones te continue
Holt alco feels that youth can no lenger look to ad:"is for moral impeia-
tives, He says that,
"In point of fact, w2 are not [ ulded, svstained,
supported by the things which we claim to calieve
ine" (15 p.191"
larin recommends trat schools evervwhere be 1adically ‘evénsyituted
to take into account the drematic sccial change we are undergoing. Ace
cordlné to ‘arin we ueerd, ", . o persons of Jdepth, warmth; daring, wit,
vesilence, variety and grace," and for the young this means new environ-
nents that offer, ", . « a chance to select and transfor— and govern (onets)
ovn surronndings," (20 pe52)
"Tree schools® are attempting to give youth the freedom Marin says they
needs The approactec ffree schuols™ are taking and the questions that arc
lbeing raised ac a result have serious implications for social studies

education,

ERIC

P v | 0 {)



O

Be

SRR - e LT

"’TI TOAATSITE A TN o AT INTTT Qrunatan
PUEIPES VIV k = bs R

DT

yen of vhat is exciting in education today is havpening outside the
rublic ssheoolse Incrzasingly alternative schools have bzen zble to
empley scnc of the mest ceezative reople in the ecducational profession =
to say rothing of attractinz many indivicduals who have not considered a
carcer in educition as it is now constituted. Hard?r a quarter goes by at
Stanford 'iniversity - and I assume at college campuses everywhere -
without a course, lecture, film, etce on alternative schools being packed
with young people vitally interested in education who would not consider
teachingin a public schoole Yany of the "free schools" across the country
are staffed with dedicated vclunteers who work for little or rn taye
Imagine what could happen if "free schools" could offer the benefits and
pay nov received by nublin school teachers,

Goodrnan maintains that radio and TV have reniined virtual intellectual
wastelands because no serions artist wants to create materizl for semi-
monolopies that insist on prior censorship to avoid offending any
interest group, and require that their programs be aimed at the lovest
common denominavor to attract the widest possible audience. Curriculum
davelopers - espacially thcse who have sought commerical publication -~ face
an analogous situatizn vis a vis the mublic schoolse "“Free schools" could
open a whole new market for social studies cwrriculum that is now consider=
ed too coatroversial or too provocative for a rublic school audience,

Cne of the nmost frequent criticisms leveled at *fres schools" is trat
*hey cater to an elite portion of our society., In most cases "free

schools" attract youngsters who are bright, white, middle-class {or above),
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social aciivists, Vhat Jdoes this tell usz anout rublic schools? Is it

[¢]

Lhe "puch! of tradiiional curriculm - or the "pullM or radieal "free
scheol" that eausas sc many students to vent ooh of our public schools?

One clus mav vz found in the large nutber of students tho could t2 con-
sidered mamzers of the "counfer-culture™ wro choose to attend "frze
schools," Toszak tell us that "countar~culiure" youth are often profounily,
even fanatlically, slienated from the parental ganeration and have rejectsd
vhat he calls the "myth of objective consciousness," According to tnis
myth the only way to gain acces  to reality is to cultivate a state of
conscicusness clzansed of all subjsctive distortions, and of 211 personal
invelvoment, (20-A p. 208) If the majority of altemative schools are
rejecting objective censciousness as a“-desirablz mental cendition, it ecan
b2 safely assumed thav they ars rejecting the rationality of the "new social
studies" as w211, ’

If enough alternatives to public education are created to provide one
to everyone who wants one we could soon lose our commor. ground for dis-
course and socialization, The public schools have always proviced a
homogenizing function in our society, and as Tucker points out without the
common school the assunptions underlying our curriculum efforts don't make
sensas {21) Tucker also wamns us that the nove toward alternatives in
education could have sarious consequences for those who remain in the public
schools, as wall as for the scl:ools themselves. Ye feels Lhat,

"Today important segments are with-rawing from public
sctanls who for the most part favor pluralism over
uniformity, To the extent that public schools sannot
provide increasing options the flicht will accelerate,
» + » Those who stay could form a relatively hemozen=
eous group *‘hat wouldd be unlidely to question any of
. the assumptions the curriculim presented,® ({21 p,188)
Without a cross-section of our population coming together to inquire
o ‘nto the social issues of our tine = social studies could very well ossify

Eifglg;nto the very kind of curriculum the entire ™new social studies™ effort

41



1C,
a3 tried to suprlant.

"“ree schools" are striving for o decyee n” individualizod in-
struction that is imrossible with traditionsl textbooxs and pre-packazed
curriculuwa in reneral,  WAr2e schsols™ slso want to rersonalisze their
curricilum in ways that make national soczial siudies projects inconsmicus
with thair very existence, !lost "Irece schiool” groponents find the very
ideu of "teacher-proof!" curriculum incredit’e, Holt sums up this feelins

very well when h2 says,

", . » 2acn of ug has to nake sonse of thn worldd
in his c¢mvay, and that no two veopls will ever
do it i~ the same way," {15 p,1?)

"Free s2nonls® are vitally roncerned with the selfeactualization of
sach and every child, They frecuently set aside major portions of their
day to attend to the personal conzeras of individual students, Tomm
meeting formats are also widely used to discuss s<hool vroblems ang to
denocratically plan courses of action, Dennison's exmressed vriorities
are widely shared by "free school® advocates, He asks,

"Now what is so precious sbout a curricvwlum (which
no on2 assimilates anyray), or a schedule o: classes
{which piles boredom upon failure and failure upon
boredon) that th2se things should supercede th:
actual needs of the child," (72 p,1Y)

"“ree schools" are serlously challenging the need and the utility of
looking to the past to understand the prasent, Hot only is history losing
vopularity among the young, ead tells us that today,

W, o o the feeling *hat nothing cut of “he past is
meaningful and workable is very nuch mor2 rore pervasive.," (19 p,57)

"Free schools” clearly reflect the feeling *'ead has identifiea, but
Yertzberg sees a preoccupation with the "now" extending threuzhout our
entire adolescent population. Shke feels that to the “now generation® -
28 she calls cur youth,

Q. n, , « the past is talieved to ne so different
ERIC as to ve irrelevant," (11 p.?7 ?
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Thn alterastive schools movement is saying in effect that all the
monay and effort that has heen devoted to curriculum raform over the past
ten yoars has nmarzly anounted %o impetent stopzaps, and to further con-
Tirrmatien that tublic education is not giving owr young what they need -
much less what thev wante Times have changed since thes rationalas under-
lring the "naw social studies" ani the national vrojects were formulated.

The curriculun that has baen developed is laigely concerned with the cog-
nitive dimensions of students, and is desicned to be used within the

confines of the classrcoms Students of the Seventies are demanding affective
invelvement in the world around them, The challenges of the social sciences,
the rewards of lone2ly research, and the logical systermatic analyvsis of
emotionally charged social issues that comririse the agenda of social studies
-today is being rej:acted by students and young teachers alike. (113 12)

"Tree schools™ are providing genuine alternatives to public education.
Altrnough the percentage of individuals involved in alternative schools is
small at this time, the significance of the movement derives from the model
It provides for educational change,

Jf social studies education is to continue as a viable vart of ths
public school curriculum it will have to become more like the curriculum
currently being offared by "free schoolse" Social studiss will have to
become more present-oriented, more persoralized, and more individualized.
Social studies will have to involve students in the polities of their larger
comunities, Social studics will have to address itself to the very things
that are now censidered too provocative ard teo controversial - and do so
in wvays that are presently avoided in public schools for the same two reasons.
The impact of the 2lternative schools ravements is already being 31t by
many social studirs educators - and as the snong says; THE SEST IS YLT TO COVE,
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