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Elementary Social Studies
and the No Child Left Behind Act

The eff ects of the No Child Left Behind (NCLB) Act are frequently bandied about in the 

media today. Government offi  cials, from the president of the United States to White 

House spokespeople and Department of Education staff , regularly laud the increases on the 

National Assessment of Educational Progress (NAEP) that they attribute to NCLB. 

Elected state offi  cials, educational researchers, and teacher organizations often argue an op-

posing view, however. Many say that the high-stakes testing emphasis of the NCLB Act is a 

misguided and inappropriate solution to the nation’s educational challenges. Th ey also argue 

that the expectations of the Act are not commensurate with the funding set up by the federal 

government (Wood, 2004; Baker, 2007).

A growing body of research, in fact, clearly shows how NCLB as currently constructed has 

had a major impact on narrowing the curriculum and decreased the time many of the nation’s 

schools and teachers give to curriculum areas not tested or connected to the adequate yearly 

progress (AYP) requirements of the federal law (Van Fossen, 2005; Bailey, Shaw and Hollifi eld, 

2006; Rock, Heafner, O’Connor, Passe, Oldendorf, Good and Byrd, 2006; O’Connor, Heafner 

and Groce, 2007; McMurrer/Center on Education Policy, 2007). Social studies, especially at 

the elementary grades, has clearly been negatively aff ected by NCLB.

Social Studies: From Center to Margin
From the fi rst days of the republic, instruction in history, geography, and civics was vital to edu-

cation eff orts in the United States. In 1820, Th omas Jeff erson wrote, “I know of no safe deposi-

tory of the ultimate powers of the society but with the people themselves; and if we think them 

not enlightened enough to exercise their control with a wholesome discretion, the remedy is not 

to take power from them, but to inform their discretion through instruction” (Carroll, 1997, p. 

80). We know, of course, that the social realities of our nation’s early years did not mirror the 

idealized goals of democracy and equality voiced in our founding documents. Th e pernicious 

institution of slavery, as well as gender, cultural, and religious-based inequities, were realities 
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faced by all at the time of our nation’s founding. However, the goal of “E pluribus unum” was 

clearly stated, if not actualized, from our nation’s very beginning. 

In the earliest days of compulsory education, social studies instruction was at the very center 

of the curriculum. Even when such instruction not called “social studies,” the curricular goals 

of schooling in the 18th and 19th centuries were consistent with contemporary understand-

ings of social studies instruction. Infl uential educators viewed the common school as central in 

promoting social harmony and in ensuring that the republic would be guided by an intelligent, 

moral citizenry.

Social studies as a discrete content area has always borne special responsibility for inculcating 

the citizenry with moral values and for readying students to assume adult roles in our democrat-

ic republic. It has, however, become somewhat of an Achilles’ heel of the curriculum, particularly 

in elementary schools, where it is relegated to “second string” after literacy, math, and science. Th e 

issue of access to social studies, then, is really twofold: 1) In many places, little to no elementary 

social studies is taught, and 2) when it is taught, it is often reduced to a perfunctory coverage of 

events or celebrations of heroes and holidays. How has this happened? Th e answers are plentiful 

and quite easy to understand. High-stakes testing in reading and math as emphasized in NCLB, 

standardized assessments, and even local standards documents usually minimize the importance 

of social studies or just leave it out of the elementary school curriculum altogether. 

Every K-6 classroom teacher in the nation knows that her/his primary responsibility is to teach 

children to read and to understand basic mathematical concepts. Th is message is underscored 

boldly by principals, parents, and school board members in every district and in every school. 

When this message is supported by the administration of high-stakes tests that focus exclusive-

ly on reading and math skills, most classroom teachers fi nd little reason or support for taking 

time out of a busy elementary school day to teach social studies, science, or any other content 

that will not appear on the assessment. 

Another reason for the dissolving social studies instruction in the United States today is the 

fact that over the last decade, many scholars have argued that the classic “widening horizons” 

or “expanding environment” (me→family→neighborhood→community→state/region→

nation→world) (Maxim, 1999, p. 21) social studies curriculum has become too weak and 
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outdated. Many have written about the need for more history or more geography starting at 

the earliest grades to shore up an otherwise boring and redundant primary social studies cur-

riculum about family and neighborhoods (Ravitch, 1998; National Center for History in the 

Schools, 1994). 

In addition, the proliferation of standards documents in the social sciences published in the 

past decade adds to the complexity of eff ective curricular actualization. While reading and 

math discussions and debates focus mainly on pedagogy (whole language, phonics, arithmetic, 

constructivist math, etc.), only social studies has major academic and research lobbies fi ghting 

over the content that should be taught to our students. Elements of these academic arguments 

and some understanding of standards have fi ltered down to the district, school, and classroom 

levels. In some cases, they have helped classroom teachers and local curriculum developers 

defi ne a scope and sequence for instruction, but more often, they have caused confusion at the 

local level. Th is adds to the vacuum in social studies instruction that is easily fi lled by the ever 

increasing expectations (and the tests that follow them) in reading and math. 

So What Do We Do Now?
Facing the realities of curriculum decisions in the schools is not easy. Ignoring them, however, 

is not an option. We must begin to help teachers see the need for integrating standards-based 

social studies content while they teach their children to read. I often ask my graduate students 

(who are all full-time elementary classroom teachers) to explain to me the reason we teach 

students to read. “Literate for what?” is my shorthand query to them as they explain to me all 

the reasons that there is ‘no time for social studies’ in their high pressure literacy- and math-

crammed day. 

Th is question is not meant to tease but to help them understand that helping children learn a 

set of discrete reading skills alone is not education. When we discuss the reasons for literacy 

education, it helps them break down the barriers that are often set up by administration, testing 

procedures, and curriculum materials. Th ey see that standards-based social studies can (and 

must) be taught in concert with their reading instruction. Th ey are challenged to understand 

that presenting students with interesting, real-life content in social studies helps make them 

better readers.
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When you examine any scope and sequence or standards document in reading/language arts, 

you see a plethora of skills and strategies that students are expected to learn and utilize. Many 

if not most of these are absolutely transferable when examining a scope and sequence or stan-

dards document in social studies. Take, for example, the reading skill of main idea and details 

or (my personal favorite) sequencing; either of these have multiple uses and application possi-

bilities in almost any lesson on history that we expect elementary students to learn. Imagine all 

the great practice in comprehension and writing skills or vocabulary development that students 

could be given during any social studies lesson. It seems to make a great deal of sense, but many 

of us do not take advantage of the natural connections between the two disciplines. 

Part of the problem is that our materials have never leant themselves to teaching this way. Now, 

however, Macmillan/McGraw-Hill has published a series of elementary social studies books 

with this very reality in mind. TimeLinks has been created with a focus on manageable content 

that meets standards, along with explicit connections to reading skill instruction and a vibrant, 

lively writing style to engage students in social studies. Imagine a fi fth-grade unit of study on 

the American Revolution where each and every lesson gives students explicit direction and 

practice in fi nding the main idea and details and then asks students to write an expository essay 

using those main ideas and details to help assess their understanding of the Revolution. Th e 

program was developed especially with the realities of today’s schools and teachers in mind. 

Conclusion
Any curriculum—social studies or otherwise—falls short of its potential if it promotes a 

citizenry that is obedient, passive, and silent (Strom, 1995). If there is something to be learned 

from social studies, it is that in voice there is power. Our job as social educators is to help 

students, especially those who have been denied access and voice in the past, to believe that they 

can make a diff erence in their world—our world. Parker reminds us that “A mind furnished with 

powerful concepts is indeed a fertile ground for the germination of new ideas” (2001, p. 13). 

Th ere is a current movement to widen the scope of NCLB to include history, art, and other 

neglected curriculum areas (Kennedy-Manzo, 2007). It is still too early to know what kind 

of eff ect this eff ort will have on the future of curriculum organization, teaching, learning, and 

testing in our elementary schools. We know, however, that the eff ects of NCLB on elementary 
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social studies have been severe. We need to reaffi  rm our commitment to helping teachers un-

derstand that ‘no time for social studies’ is an unacceptable response. 
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