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FOREWORD

This framework represents the culmination of a three-year effort to establish standards and propose assess-
ment options in social studies. It reflects the work of many people. Most significantly, the Curriculum and
Assessment Committee for Social Studies, appointed by the Board of Regents, developed a draft framework that
is the foundation of this present document. As work progressed, other writers and reviewers drawn from New
York’s schools and colleges, from state and national organizations, and from Education Department staff
contributed significantly to the document. These individuals are listed in the acknowledgment section of the
framework.

The social studies framework is consistent with the Regents policy statements included in “Understanding
Diversity” adopted by the Board in July 1991. These policies include “asserting the centrality of our Western
political and legal values and traditions,” emphasizing our unity as well as our diverse ethnicities and cultures,
teaching accurate historical information, and promoting understanding and intellectual competence. The stan-
dards and performance indicators address these guidelines as they promote teaching higher intellectual skills,
the depth and breadth of history and the social sciences, and the nature and complexity of multiculturalism and
multiple perspectives.

This framework is not a curriculum in and of itself but rather a framework for the development of a curricu-
lum. It describes in broad terms what students should come to know and be able to do as they study history,
geography, economics, civics and government, and the other related social sciences. It does not specify or recom-
mend how courses of study should be organized, what content and skills should be added to the basic core, or how
learning experiences should be designed or taught. These are matters for local decision. Given adequate
resources, the State Education Department will continue to provide assistance, as it has in the past, in the form
of syllabi, teachers’ guides and other instructional materials.

The framework describes six standards for social studies. The standards are organized around the traditional
disciplines—American and New York State History, World History, Geography, Economics, Government, and
Civics—but the framework makes clear that local curricula which promote interdisciplinary work and integra-
tion of the disciplines are welcomed. The framework also argues that facts are essential to understanding history
and the social sciences but that facts need to be taught within a context. Thus, the framework calls for a balance
between acquiring factual information and developing the intellectual skills required in using that knowledge.
The framework advocates learning sufficient core content so that all students have a common base of learning,
but it leaves ample room for local schools and districts to devise their curricula around this core.

It is expected that this framework will generate much discussion among social studies educators, historians
and other social scientists, school administrators, teacher educators, parents, and other community members
about what should constitute instruction in this subject area. These discussions will provide the Department
with recommendations which will assist in revising this document and the preparation of a final version. The
final framework will guide the development of revised social studies syllabi and assessments in future years.
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1

The development of the Framework for Social Studies is one of
many initiatives to change the educational system of New York State
to meet the demands of the 21st century. All subject areas, social
studies in particular, need to prepare students for a world that is root-
ed in tradition, rapidly changing, rich in information, competitive,
interdependent, technologically complex, and culturally diverse.

A New Compact for Learning, approved in 1991 by The New York
State Board of Regents, provides a vision and rationale for systemic
educational change and for developing a new framework for social
studies instruction. Central to the vision described in the Compact is
local development of curriculum, instruction, and assessment that
support student achievement of specified standards.

A New Compact for Learning represents a reconceptualization of
education in New York State. It promotes partnerships between
schools and the community in order to improve educational results in
New York State. The Compact is based on six key principles:

1. All children can learn.

2. Focus on results.

3. Aim for mastery.

4. Provide the means.

5. Provide authority with accountability.

6. Reward success and remedy failure.

Strategic objectives are set out in the C o m p a c t, with a commitment to
make significant progress by the year 2000 in achieving objectives that
involve specific levels of proficiency, basic competencies, commitment to
“the core values of our democratic society,” effective citizenship, an d
equitable opportunities in education.

The C o m p a c t redefines the roles and responsibilities of the State
and local school districts as they relate to curriculum, instruction, and
assessment. The State’s role is to collaborate with teachers, adminis-
trators, school boards, parents, and members of the community to
transform the system of education in New York State.

Specific State responsibilities include:

• specifying the standards of knowledge and skills for elementary,
middle, and secondary education;

• establishing standards of achievement for the content standards;

CHAPTER I: THE SETTING

A New Compact for Learning



• assisting local schools and school districts to plan, develop, and
implement programs and practices to assure that all students
achieve the standards;

• determining through a statewide assessment program if the stan-
dards are being met; and

• informing local schools and school districts about effective strate-
gies relative to curriculum, instruction, and assessment.

Under the Compact the roles and responsibilities of local school dis-
tricts also change. The State sets the goals and direction for education
through standards, provides resources and assistance, and assesses
results. Local schools and school districts have the authority and dis-
cretion to determine how best to organize and deliver an educational
program that enables students to meet standards. They also can aug-
ment and expand the State’s standards to accommodate local needs
and circumstances.

The New York State Education Department is developing frame-
works to assist schools and school districts in shaping and implement-
ing their local vision and rationale for curriculum, instruction, and
assessment. The frameworks articulate principles based on research
and best practices in education with a focus on standards.

The social studies framework provides direction for schools and dis-
tricts as they construct curricula that meet the needs of their stu-
dents. It emphasizes the development of intellectual skills and
outlines what students should know and be able to do in the areas of
history, geography, economics, government, and civics.

The New York State Curriculum and Assessment Council defines
learning standards as “the knowledge, skills, and understandings
that individuals can and do habitually demonstrate over time as a
consequence of instruction and experience.” Standards are the what of
the curriculum, not the h o w. The approach adopted in the Compact
calls for educators and communities to have more flexibility than ever
before in deciding how to help all students achieve these standards.

The social studies framework, following the Curriculum and
Assessment Council’s definition of standards, provides:  

• six standards with performance indicators that identify the con-
tent and process goals for organizing social studies instruction.

• eight dimensions of teaching and learning that define important
principles to incorporate in the curriculum to ensure a rich,
engaging, and meaningful instructional program.

• sample performance tasks that could provide evidence of student
mastery of the standards at the elementary (K-4), middle (5-8),
and commencement (9-12) levels.

• assessment principles that provide a general philosophy for identi-
fying a variety of traditional and innovative strategies to evaluate
student progress in meeting the standards.

2
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The social studies framework calls for instruction to engage stu-
dents in the active pursuit of knowledge that results in a deep under-
standing of the human adventure. The framework recognizes stu-
dents’ need for a body of facts, and it asks for instruction to go beyond
the facts to embrace complex thinking and modern learning theory
that links content to the prior experiences and knowledge of the
students.

The standards in this framework apply to all students, regardless
of their experiential background, capabilities, developmental and
learning differences, interests, or ambitions. A classroom typically
contains students with a wide range of abilities who may pursue mul-
tiple pathways in order to learn effectively, participate meaningfully,
and work toward attaining the standards. Students with learning
problems or disabilities, as well as students who master certain kinds
of information and skills easily, may need accommodations or adapta-
tions of instructional strategies and materials in order to enhance
their learning and/or to adjust for their learning capabilities.

The broad nature of the standards and their emphasis on the think-
ing process, the general nature of the dimensions of teaching and
learning, the illustrative nature of the sample performance tasks, and
the commitment to a multifaceted assessment system give communi-
ties throughout the state the flexibility called for by the Curriculum
and Assessment Council. 

An early and important response by New York State to the needs
expressed in many national critiques of education and the ensuing
recommendations for change was the New York State Board of
Regents Action Plan to Improve Elementary and Secondary Education
Results in New York, adopted in 1984. It’s statement of Regents Goals
(Appendix A) emphasizes broad-based learning, knowledge, skills, and
high expectations for all students.

In July 1991, the Regents adopted the “Understanding Diversity”
policy recommended by the Commissioner and based largely on the
June 1991 report of the Social Studies Review and Development
Committee, One Nation, Many Peoples: A Declaration of Cultural
Interdependence. This policy extends and elaborates Regents Goals 4,
5, and 6 and calls for revising social studies syllabi and programs
according to guidelines specified in the report. The standards present-
ed here along with the performance indicators, sample performance
tasks, and assessment principles respond to both the Regents Goals
and the “Understanding Diversity” policy statement.

Regents Goals for Elementary, Middle, and
Secondary School Students

Understanding Diversity
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In social studies classes students confront questions about the
wonder and excitement of humankind in the world. How have
humans defined themselves and made meaning of the world? How
are we connected to and different from those who have come before
us? What does all of humankind have in common? Who are we as a
nation and what are our values and traditions? How did we get to be
the way we are? How have we found unity in the midst of our diversi-
ty? Which individuals and groups contributed to our development?
What are our great achievements as a nation? Where have we failed
and what do we need to change? What are our responsibilities to our-
selves and to society at large? What will we be like in the future?
What is our place in the world? In short, social studies classes help
students understand their roots, see their connections to the past,
comprehend their context, recognize the commonality of people across
time, appreciate the delicate balance of rights and responsibilities in
an open society, and develop the habits of thoughtful analysis and
reflective thinking. 

In helping students answer these questions, social studies courses
engage students in the study of history, geography, economics, govern-
ment, and civics. Instruction draws on other disciplines such as
a n t h r o p o l o g y, sociology, political science, psychology, religion, law,
archaeology, philosophy, art, literature, other humanities subjects and
the sciences. This purpose and the National Council for the Social
Studies’ (NCSS) statement that the primary purpose of the social
studies is “to help young people develop the ability to make informed
and reasoned decisions for the public good as citizens of a culturally
diverse, democratic society in an interdependent world” define social
studies. 

Courses based on these premises should give students the knowl-
edge, intellectual skills, civic understandings, and dispositions toward
democratic values that are necessary to function effectively in
American society. Ultimately, social studies instruction should help
students assume their role as responsible citizens in America’s consti-
tutional democracy and as active contributors to a society that is
increasingly diverse and interdependent with other nations of the
world. For example, students should be able to use the knowledge and
skills acquired through social studies courses to solve problems and
make reasoned decisions in their daily lives. Social studies courses
should provide students with the background to conduct research in
order to cast informed votes, with the skills to place conflicting ideas
in context, and with the wisdom to make good judgments in dealing
with the tensions inherent in society such as the enduring struggle to
find the proper balance between protecting the rights of the individual
and promoting the common good.

CHAPTER II:
RATIONALE, TRENDS, AND ISSUES

Why Study Social Studies?



Social studies by its very nature focuses on the dynamic interaction
of social forces. Its most time-honored content is rooted in debate:
varying and changing interpretations of historical events, differing
views about the most effective way to organize society, clashing tradi-
tions of religions and cultures, differing viewpoints on the impact of
economic development on the environment, conflicting proposals
about the proper role of government in the economy, competing ideas
in the political arena, or battling parties in local efforts to define
public policy. 

U n d e r s t a n d a b l y, the public and professional discussion of social
studies content and methodology has raised and continues to raise
passions and generate heated debate. Nothing else could be expected
and nothing else would be healthy in an open society. 

To d a y ’s debate about social studies content and methodology
reflects the changing nature of the world and the constantly evolving
definitions of pedagogy and knowledge. A few questions that raise
some of the issues in the ongoing debate set this framework in such a
context.

• What role should national standards play in the development of
social studies goals and curricula at the state and local levels?
Will voluntary national standards erode or eliminate local control
of education? Should all students learn a core of content defined
by standards or should standards define general goals to allow
considerable variation from locale to locale? 

• Can history be properly taught in the context of social studies?
Should history dominate or should other social science disci-
plines, especially geography, economics, civics and government,
have co-equal roles?

• Should social studies focus on the mastery of factual knowledge or
should courses emphasize process as well as content?

• Should the social studies curriculum have a disciplinary focus or
should it be interdisciplinary?  

• How can social studies courses effectively deal with the range of
content and skills that are a part of the disciplines of history,
g e o g r a p h y, economics, government, civics, and the other social
sciences? Should courses survey the sweep of humankind’s devel-
opment or should they examine in depth a few important devel-
opments, turning points, and critical issues?

• What is the proper balance for studying unity and diversity in
American culture and society? How can courses be organized to
reflect the common traditions and the diversity that characterize
American society? Whose history and what history should be
included in social studies courses?

• How can schools and teachers cope with information overload?
What are ways to make sense out of the ever-increasing amount
of information that floods our world on a daily basis? How can
students be led to find connections and relationships among
seemingly isolated people, events, and issues?

6

Trends and Issues in Social Studies
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• Why do students on national surveys often express unfavorable
attitudes toward social studies courses? What can be done to
change these attitudes?

Views on the issues raised by these questions abound. This frame-
work for social studies in New York State attempts to find common
ground in taking positions on these issues in the following section on
dimensions of teaching and learning and in the subsequent chapters.
In striving for common ground, there has been a conscious effort to
define principles and goals that are intellectually honest in dealing
with the issues, broadly conceived to allow flexible implementation,
and realistically reflective of recent research and outstanding
instructional practice in the schools.

As a prelude to stating the standards which define the overriding
goals of social studies, it is important to define critical dimensions of
teaching and learning that should be used to develop curriculum and
instruction based on the six standards. These dimensions can be used
to establish criteria for selecting the thinking skills and the historic,
social, cultural, geographic, economic, and political understandings
that students might investigate. The first two dimensions are the
most critical because they define, more explicitly than the standards,
the intellectual skills that students must develop.

The dimensions challenge what we teach, how we teach, and how
we assess student learning. To ensure rich, engaging, and meaningful
social studies programs, they should be an integral part of all social
studies curriculum and instruction.  The eight dimensions are:

• intellectual skills

• multidisciplinary approaches

• depth and breadth

• unity and diversity

• multiculturalism and multiple perspectives

• patterns to organize data

• multiple learning environments and resources

• student-centered teaching, learning, and assessment 

1. Intellectual Skills
The development of students’ intellectual skills and their ability to

think reasonably, rationally, logically, and reflectively is central to
each of the standards for social studies in the State of New Yo r k .
Giving students a sound knowledge base goes hand in hand with
expanding their intellectual skills and their ability to engage in ana-
lytical thinking. Instruction based on these standards should require
social studies students at all levels to use a variety of intellectual
skills to master content, probe ideas and assumptions, ask and
answer analytical questions, take a skeptical attitude toward ques-
tionable arguments, acquire and organize information, evaluate data,
draw conclusions, and view the human condition from a variety of
perspectives.

Dimensions of Teaching and Learning
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In developing thinking skills in social studies, students should com-
bine the disciplinary methods and processes of history, geography, eco-
nomics, government, and civics with interdisciplinary approaches as
they examine the past, study the present, and speculate about the
future. They should learn to consult and interpret databases and a
wide variety of primary sources, such as original documents, speech-
es, cartoons, artifacts, photos, art, music, architecture, literature,
drama, dance, popular culture, biographies, journals, folklore, historic
places, and oral histories. 

Drawing on a variety of sources, students should take and defend
positions on past and contemporary issues and controversial events
by evaluating evidence and formulating rational conclusions.
Furthermore, social studies classes should offer many opportunities
for research activities. Students should conduct research by posing
questions, identifying problems, collecting evidence, developing
generalizations, presenting interpretations, and defending conclusions. 

2. Multidisciplinary Approaches
Social studies courses must help students understand both the spe-

cialized processes and approaches of certain academic disciplines and
the connection of ideas, information, issues, and perspectives across
the disciplines. In drawing on history, the social sciences—particular-
ly geography, economics, government, and civics—the humanities,
and, to a lesser degree, the sciences, social studies provides a perfect
opportunity for curriculum integration. But too often instruction pre-
sents people and events in isolation, without context. In developing
instruction based on the standards, that tendency should be avoided.
A recent report from the New York State Curriculum and Assessment
Council gives an excellent summary of ways to respond to the
challenge of integrating instruction.

If learning experiences are to be challenging, coherent, and
aimed at developing the full range of students’ capabilities, then
curriculum, instruction, and assessment must also be integrated
. . . Schools must view learning as an integrated activity, connect-
ing ideas and understandings within and across disciplines
embedded in the teaching and learning process, rather than
“delivered” out of context and frequently, out of content . . .
(Learning-Centered Curriculum and Assessment for New Yo r k
State: Report of the New York State Curriculum and Assessment
Council to the Commissioner of Education and the Board of
R e g e n t s.  The University of the State of New York, State
Education Department: Albany, New York, 1994, p.1)

The standards in this framework have a discipline focus combining
content and process, but in each standard and its performance indica-
tors there is provision for synthesis and connecting ideas and knowl-
edge from one discipline to another. These synthesis statements
should lead to instruction that provides a rich context of the subject
and increasing intellectual proficiency. 

3. Depth and Breadth
The broad scope of subject matter and the amount of material that

could be included in social studies is a serious concern for social stud-
ies educators. All agree that selection of what to study is a major
problem in planning instruction. Which is most important: establish-
ing broad perspectives and covering as much as possible or choosing a
few central developments, turning points, movements, and issues to
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study in depth? The challenge for social studies curriculum developers
and teachers is to design instruction that “emphasizes depth of devel-
opment of important ideas within appropriate breadth of topic cover-
age.” (Taken from “A Vision of Powerful Teaching and Learning in the
Social Studies: Building Social Understanding and Civic Efficacy, ”
Social Education, September 1993, p. 216). The content selected
should represent worthwhile, “important ideas for understanding,
appreciation, and life application.” (ibid, p. 216). Yet, many educators
are hesitant to omit segments of traditionally included subject matter.
Finding a justifiable balance of depth and breadth is a great chal-
lenge. Nevertheless, the social studies curriculum cannot provide for
meaningful teaching and learning—learning that is remembered and
used—if “coverage” is the only guiding principle for curriculum devel-
opment. This framework does not define a formula for resolving the
problem. The standards and sample performance indicators establish
broad goals. The specific solutions to depth and breadth issues must
be determined at the local level. In responding to the issue, educators
must not be afraid to make choices based on sound reasoning.
Curriculum needs to reflect the reality that some events are more
important than others, that some peoples have had more influence
than others, that some beliefs and practices, we believe, are more
defensible than others, and that new knowledge and new scholarship
need to be reflected in the curriculum.

4. Unity and Diversity
Social studies classes that focus on local, state, and national subject

matter should examine the concepts of unity and diversity in
American society. 

Students should see how most inhabitants of the United States are
united by certain shared values, practices, traditions, needs, and
interests, some of which have evolved over centuries. They should
understand how the nation’s political institutions developed and
created many of these traditions. Students should examine democrat-
ic ideals such as the dignity of humanity, the value of diversity, limit-
ed government, equity, freedom of speech, freedom of religion, freedom
to pursue economic opportunity, government by consent of the gov-
erned, rule of law, and popular sovereignty. They should also under-
stand America’s political institutions including the independent judi-
cial system, political parties, and governmental mechanisms by which
to redress grievances. The changing nature of these institutions
should be studied and analyzed by focusing on the interactions among
individuals, groups, and society at large.

But students should also understand diversity and the multicultur-
al context of American society. This includes the study of the various
immigrations which have created the diverse nature of American peo-
ple from the arrival of the earliest Native American groups to the
landing of the first European settlers to the forced migration of
enslaved Africans to the waves of immigrants from all regions of the
world, many of whom came seeking the “American Dream” of econom-
ic opportunity, political freedom, and religious toleration. Migrants
from Asia, Europe, Africa, and the Americas brought with them rich
strands of racial, religious, ethnic, and linguistic traditions that creat-
ed and continue to influence American society. These people have
made the United States one of the most diverse nations on Earth.

Study of the interactions of these diverse peoples over time provides
students with a context for understanding how such diverse peoples
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have been able to create a strong and united nation. The development
of common democratic values, institutions, and traditions, evolving
through struggle, has created a people committed to a united, nation-
al identity while preserving many of their individual cultural
traditions.

5. Multiculturalism and Multiple Perspectives
Contemporary multicultural issues, while linked to earlier move-

ments for ethnic studies (1970s) and improving intergroup relations
(1950s), differ from them in important ways. With respect to social
studies, the primary issue is the nature and extent of inclusion of the
histories and cultures, experiences and perspectives of the diverse
groups that constitute what is now the United States. “Multicultural
education needs to be more broadly defined and understood so that
teachers from a wide range of disciplines can respond to it in appro-
priate ways and resistance to it can be minimized.” (James Banks,
“The Dimensions of Multicultural Education,” Multicultural Leader,
Vol. 3, 1990, p. 1). Implementation of the standards should go beyond
the addition of long lists of ethnic groups, heroes, and contributions to
the infusion of various perspectives, frames of reference, and content
from various groups. As a result, students better understand the
nature, complexity, and development of United States society as well
as societies in other nations throughout the world. Effective multicul-
tural approaches look beyond ethnic particularism, examine differ-
ences in light of universal human characteristics, focus on multiple
perspectives, and attend to the mutual influences among groups with-
in and across national boundaries. (Adapted from: James Banks,
“Approaches to Multicultural Curriculum Reform,” M u l t i c u l t u r a l
Leader, Vol. 1, 1988, p. 2).

In examining different perspectives about events and issues and
how ethnic, racial, gender, religious, and socio-economic background
can influence opinion, students should understand that all members
of a given group will not necessarily share the same view. Recognizing
diversity within groups and multiple group memberships is necessary
to avoid stereotyping. 

Social studies classes should also help students acquire knowledge
that will lead to greater tolerance and empathy for people who hold
varying viewpoints on social, political, or economic issues. Students
“will respect and practice basic civic values,” including respect for self
and others (Regents Goal 5). But accomplishing this goal is not sim-
ple. Throughout history there have been events inconsistent with
basic American values. Tolerance for practices such as the Nazi
Holocaust, totalitarianism, chattel slavery, the subjugation of peoples,
and the infringement of human rights are not acceptable. They must
be studied in historical context, but evaluated within a values
perspective.

6. Patterns to Organize Information
Social studies courses should help students identify patterns for

organizing data. One approach is to look for systems. A system
describes how any group of facts, ideas, principles, or concepts are
arranged or classified to explain the functioning of a logical or con-
structed whole. For example, political systems can be defined and
classified as totalitarian, democratic, authoritarian, parliamentary,
and so forth. Economic systems can be traditional, command, market,
or combinations of these types. Social systems describe what is meant
by human society, explaining the roles of men and women across time
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and place, the status and characteristics of various groups and class-
es, and “how economic, religious, cultural, and political changes have
affected social life.” (Taken from: Lessons From History, The National
Center for History in the Schools, 1992, p. 25). 

Another approach to patterning is to use a few broad concepts such
as continuity and change, cause and effect, and interdependence, to
help students make meaning out of unfamiliar people, events, and
cultures. Using such concepts gives students a frame of reference for
analyzing the human condition past and present.

For example, the concepts of continuity and change and interdepen-
dence can provide an exciting context for studying the impact, costs,
and benefits of scientific and technological developments over eras or
time periods. Focusing on interdependence can illuminate and give
new meaning to breakthroughs in transportation and communication
that have brought the Earth’s inhabitants c loser together.
Understanding interdependence helps students have a broader
context for dealing with the phenomenon that what happens today in
one part of our world can have important implications for others in
distant places. 

7. Multiple Learning Environments and Resources
Using local resources and alternative learning sites can be an effec-

tive way to let students experience firsthand how communities func-
tion and use the intellectual skills learned in social studies. Classes
might be held, for example, in the community at social service, gov-
ernment, and health agencies; at community-based organizations; in
libraries and other cultural institutions; and in factories, business, or
other work sites. By working and studying at these alternative learn-
ing sites, students gather information from a wide range of communi-
ty resources, learn how these various community agencies provide
services, and develop and maintain connections between the school
and the community. This partnership between schools and their com-
munities finds strong support in New Yo r k ’s A New Compact for
Learning. The Compact calls for new connections between schools and
community educational resources such as libraries, museums, and
educational television in order to develop and improve educational
programs. “The role of community cultural and arts institutions in the
Compact . . . includes providing alternative learning sites and after-
school and weekend programs, coordinated with programs in the
schools, that prepare children to learn independently and to access
information effectively.” This trend reinforces the need for students to
learn more about their communities by learning in their communities.

With increased access to more advanced technologies, schools now
can expand their learning environments to include databases, infor-
mation-retrieval systems, and other library and museum resources
throughout the world. Through Internet, electronic study groups, and
international education networks, teachers can plan class-to-class
long-distance learning activities. Students retrieve, process, and orga-
nize information gathered from libraries, cultural institutions, muse-
ums, archives, and government document repositories. They can
share this information using computer links with other students
studying similar topics, issues, and problems. The challenge is
twofold: 1) to learn how to use these resources, even though a lack of
funding and the imbalance of funding could make it difficult to intro-
duce these innovative approaches in some areas, and 2) to encourage
schools and communities to expand instruction beyond the walls of
the schools.
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8. Student-Centered Teaching, Learning, and Assessment 
In an effort to engage students more effectively in the learning

process and to provide real opportunities for the application of intellec-
tual skills, many educators have called for linking teaching, learning,
and assessment to the world of the student. For this to happen, stu-
dents need to participate in many different kinds of activities to gain a
broad knowledge base, develop thinking skills, and take responsibility
for their own learning. In addition to the more traditional learning
tasks, activities should include independent reading on and investiga-
tion of topics identified by the teacher and by the student, perfor-
mances that require in-depth understanding, complex questioning and
thinking, and opportunities to present conclusions in new ways. Many
assessment tasks should be embedded in learning activities to mesh
instruction and monitoring students’ progress toward the attainment
of learning goals. (Grant Wiggins, “Assessment to Improve
Performance, Not Just Monitor It: Assessment Reform in the Social
Sciences,” Social Science Record, Vol. 30, No. 2, Fall 1993, p. 10.)
Using this approach at all levels is supported by recent studies show-
ing that students can conceptualize and employ complex thinking
skills at a very young age. 

A part of the current move to provide more student-centered learn-
ing is embodied in the efforts to develop more authentic assessment
strategies. A recent article comments on this approach.

Authentic assessment . . . is designed to provide the student
with a genuine rather than a contrived learning experience that
provides both the teacher and student with opportunities to learn
what the student can do. The demonstration of learning occurs in
a situation that requires the application and production of knowl-
edge rather than the mere recognition or reproduction of correct
answers. (Taken from: Linda Darling-Hammond, Ly n n e
E i n b e n d e r, Frederick Frelow, and Janine Ley-King, “Authentic
Assessment in Practice: A Collection of Portfolios, Performance
Tasks, Exhibitions, and Documentation,” NCREST, September
1993, Introduction) 

To summarize, student-centered teaching, learning, and assessment
require the social studies curriculum to employ a variety of learning
activities to meet the standards. More and more, social studies classes
should integrate assessment strategies into the core of the curriculum.
Student portfolios, including papers and essays, projects, and perfor-
mances that focus on analytical thinking, should be used widely as
both a teaching activity and an evaluation strategy. In addition, stu-
dents should regularly solve engaging and worthy problems, produce a
quality product and/or performance, undertake projects that allow for
frequent interactions between teacher and student, and have the
opportunity to demonstrate habitual patterns of thinking and per-
forming. (Grant Wiggins, “Assessment: Authenticity, Context, and
Va l i d i t y,” Phi Delta Kappan, Vol. 75, No. 3, November 1993, pp. 206-7.)

Meeting this challenge involves both 1) learning new modes of
teaching and assessment (and learning how to introduce them to stu-
dents), and 2) assisting teachers and the public to develop an under-
standing of the rationale and benefits of the student-centered
approach.
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Students will use a variety of intellectual skills to demonstrate
their understanding of how the United States and other
societies develop economic systems and associated institu-
tions to allocate scarce resources, how major decision-making
units function in the U.S. and other national economies, and
how an economy solves the scarcity problem through market
and non-market mechanisms. 

Students need to understand economics and the economic way of
thinking to take control of their economic lives and to participate as
effective citizens in a democratic society. The fact that people’s wants
exceed limited resources defines the condition of scarcity. Scarcity
establishes the basis for the economic way of thinking. Scarcity
demands that people make choices— choices which involve costs and
have future consequences. People gain through voluntary trade, they
respond to incentives in predictable ways, and they establish economic
systems that influence individual incentives and choice. Scarcity
requires societies to organize their economies to answer three funda-
mental questions: What goods and services shall be produced and in
what quantities? How shall goods and services be produced? For
whom shall goods and services be produced? 

Some societies answer the three questions based on traditional cul-
tural norms; others answer them through centralized or command
decision making; in many societies, the market mechanism provides
the answers. However, few of the world’s economies are strictly tradi-
tional, command, or market; most economies are considered “mixed.”
In America, growth and development—economic change—have charac-
terized the American economy as it has evolved from its agricultural
origins to its contemporary, complex, post-industrial status. Other
nations also change and adapt just as the United States has done, and
almost all nations are now confronting the fact that economic decision
making has become global as a result of an interdependent world econ-
omy increasingly based on advanced technology and communication. 

Understanding the economic way of thinking, comprehending the
importance of key economic concepts, making informed and well-rea-
soned decisions in daily and national life, and appreciating the values
and principles that distinguish the American economic system are
vital components of students’ social studies education. (This overview
was drawn from several sources, including U.S. History, Eyes on the
E c o n o m y, 1994, National Council on Economic Education, and the
Curriculum Standards for Social Studies, National Council for the
Social Studies, 1994).
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Performance Indicators with Sample Performance Tasks at
Three Levels

Performance Indicator
Students should know the role of economics in society, politics, and

culture. (4-A) To demonstrate this understanding at each level,
students might 

Elementary
• Identify several personal as well as family buying choices, list

their associated benefits and costs, and explain how and why par-
ticular decisions are/have been made; clarify how prices and one’s
own values influence individual and family decision making.

• Describe the characteristics of at least two of the following econom-
ic units: a family, a worker, a small business, a labor union, a large
corporation, a government agency (local, state, or national); identi-
fy the kinds of economic choices each economic unit must make
and explain the positive and negative results of at least one choice.

Intermediate
• Understand the concept of opportunity cost (the highest valued

alternative not chosen) and how the concept applies to personal
and business decision making; recognize how one’s values, as
well as incentives such as profit, salary bonuses, or commissions
influence business and individual behavior. 

Commencement
• Understand how the interaction of supply and demand establish-

es prices in markets; through the use of market case studies of
the U.S. economy and the economies of other countries, investi-
gate how values and incentives influence people’s choices, how
the economic system affects people’s incentives, how people gain
from voluntary trade, and how people’s choices influence the
value of a good or service.

Performance Indicator
Students should discern the ideas, values, structure, practices,

accomplishments, and problems of the American economic system and
be able to compare and contrast these to other national economic sys-
tems. (4-B) To demonstrate this understanding at each level, students
might 

Elementary
• Investigate the economy of the United States and determine how

decisions are made about what goods and services are to be pro-
duced, and how they are distributed; compare how these deci-
sions are made in other countries; identify the major
imports/exports of the country and explain the effects of interna-
tional trade on the American and other national economies; dis-
cuss how values may influence the economy. 

Intermediate
• Identify the basic ideas and values of the American economy (e.g.,

individual entrepreneurship, private ownership of property, lais-
sez-faire economics, a cheap supply of labor, free enterprise,
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monopolies, and government regulation) and how these
contributed to the American economic system; compare these
ideas and values to those of other economic systems. 

• Know the definitions of inflation, deflation, depression, fiscal poli-
cy, and monetary policy and the context in which these terms are
used; examine the historical impact of at least one key economic
event in American history (e.g., the industrialization of America,
the rise of unions, the Great Depression, the 1970s inflation);
recognize the ways in which state and federal governments par-
ticipate in the economy.

Commencement
• Compare and contrast the American economic system and the

systems used in other countries.

• Examine current and historical economic data (e.g., work force
composition and participation, natural resource deposits, indus-
trial base, financial institutions, state’s gross domestic product)
to create an economic profile of the New York State and United
States economies; investigate the role of government (state and
national) with particular attention to services provided that fos-
ter economic activity and regulations designed to protect the
environment.

• Investigate one or more current economic issues in the United
States, including their historical antecedents; issues may
include, but are not limited to: impact of fiscal policy, the role of
Federal Reserve and monetary policy, corporate downsizing and
unemployment, economic growth and the information age, wel-
fare policy, health care policy, the national debt, defense spend-
ing, foreign aid, affirmative action; consider policy positions, and
the possible conflicting goals of government, such as full employ-
ment, price stability, economic justice, economic freedom, and
economic security.

Performance Indicator
Students should recognize the costs and benefits of economic

change and how contemporary conditions are rooted in historical and
cultural contexts. (4-C) To demonstrate this at each level students
might

Elementary
• Organize information based on interviews of a laborer, a service

p r o v i d e r, a small business owner, a banker, a business executive,
an elected government official, or a government employee to iden-
tify how individuals produce and distribute goods and services,
why individuals make the kinds of decisions they make, and how
individuals describe the effects of their decisions on others.

Intermediate
• Examine the nature and functions of money in an economy;

understand the basics of banking, including the role of the
Federal Reserve system; investigate how forms of money and the
nature of credit have changed over time; recognize how technolo-
gy increases the flow of financial information and increases the
speed of financial transactions.
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Commencement
• Conduct an in-depth investigation and analysis of the economic

and historical impact of one of the following: the era of Adam
Smith and the emergence of capitalism, the Industrial
Revolution, Karl Marx and the emergence of communism, the fall
of the Berlin Wall and the “opening up” of former communist
countries to capitalism.

Performance Indicator
Students should understand the reasons for and nature of growing

interdependence of economic systems throughout the world. (4-D) To
demonstrate this understanding at each level students might 

Elementary
• Observe economic characteristics of places; draw conclusions

about how people in families, schools, and communities all over
the world must depend on others to help them meet their needs
and wants; discuss economic generalizations such as, people in
communities must make choices due to unlimited wants and
needs and limited resources, people in all communities are pro-
ducers and consumers of goods and services, economic events in
the future of the United States and world will affect your local
c o m m u n i t y, and nations form organizations and make agreements
to promote development and growth.

Intermediate
• Develop a case study of a New York-produced product to show

how the State participates in a world economy.

• Compare basic economic systems throughout the world; classify
them as traditional, command, market, or combinations of these
categories; discuss such questions as, Who determines what is
produced, how is it produced, distributed, and consumed? What
natural, human, and capital resources are available? How are
prices set in an economic system? What is meant by economic
growth?

Commencement
• Recognize why international trade takes place (because of com-

parative advantage) and the role of exchange rates in fostering or
inhibiting trade; become familiar with the basics of the balance of
payments and international capital flows; investigate the impor-
tance of New York City as a primary world financial center and
how the City’s financial role is enhanced by technology.
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Students will use a variety of intellectual skills to demonstrate
their understanding of the necessity for establishing govern-
ments, the United States Constitution, the American govern-
mental system, the governmental systems of other nations,
and international politics past and present. 

Understanding power, authority, and governance and their historic
and contemporary functions in U. S. society, as well as in other parts
of the world, is essential for effective participation in American consti-
tutional democracy. Through the study of government, students con-
front questions such as, What is power? What forms does it take in
the United States and other nations of the world? Who holds power?
How is it gained, used, and justified? What is legitimate authority?
How are governments created, structured, maintained, and changed?
How can we keep government responsive to its citizens’ needs and
interests? How can individual rights be protected within the context
of majority rule? How is citizenship defined and how has this defini-
tion changed over time? By examining the purposes and characteris-
tics of the U.S. constitutional system and other systems of gover-
nance, students develop an understanding of how groups and nations
attempt to resolve conflicts and seek to establish order and security.

Through study of the dynamic relationships among individual
rights and responsibilities, the needs of social groups, and concepts of
a just society, students become more effective problem-solvers and
decision makers when addressing the persistent issues and social
problems encountered in public life. As they attempt to evaluate argu-
ments on controversial issues, take and defend positions on historic
and contemporary problems, and make decisions to solve problems,
they use a variety of strategies drawn from government, civics, politi-
cal science, and law. (Adapted from Curriculum Standards for Social
Studies, National Council for the Social Studies)

Performance Indicators with Sample Performance Tasks at
Three Levels

Performance Indicator
Students should understand the American idea of constitutional

government, the values and principles of American constitutional
democracy, the federal system of the United States, the role and struc-
ture of State and local government in New York, and the nature of
civic life at the local, state, and national levels. (5-A) To demonstrate
this understanding at each level students might

Elementary
• Identify and describe the core values and principles that are basic

to American constitutional democracy; explain how the
Constitution and the Bill of Rights are the basis for democratic
values in the United States.
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• Study how State and local governments are organized in the
State of New York; plan a classroom/school government, identify-
ing its purposes and functions, and explaining how it might
make rules/laws; organize classroom/school governments accord-
ing to functions, detailing how to separate powers and provide
checks and balances.

Intermediate
• Analyze primary documents such as the Mayflower Compact, the

Declaration of Independence, and the United States Constitution
and the New York State Constitution to trace the evolution of
democratic ideas at both the state and national levels; examine
the following ideas:
- popular sovereignty, i.e., the people as the ultimate source of

power to create, alter, or abolish governments as embodied in
the Preamble and reaffirmed in the Ninth Amendment;

- the necessity of a written constitution to set forth the organi-
zation of government and allocate its powers;

- the Constitution as a “higher law” that authorizes and legit-
imizes an “energetic” and effective government of limited pow-
ers; and

- the Constitution as legitimizing majority rule in certain key
areas of decision making while at the same time it limits these
majorities to protect the rights of individuals. (Taken from
National Standards for Civics and Government)

• Describe the foundations of the American political system, includ-
ing the idea of constitutionalism, the distinctive political charac-
teristics of American society, and the values and principles basic
to American constitutional democracy; explore how these basic
foundations serve to unite Americans, and how they help to cre-
ate a national political culture. (Based on National Standards for
Civics and Government) 

Commencement
• Identify those core civic ideas which have been forces for unity in

American society; explain how these ideas are expressed in those
documents that provide the basis for our democratic form of gov-
ernment including Magna Carta, the Mayflower Compact, the
Declaration of Independence, the Articles of Confederation, the
Albany Plan of Union, the F e d e r a l i s t papers, the Constitution,
the Bill of Rights and other amendments.

• Show an understanding of American ideals, principles, and prac-
tices of citizenship by explaining the importance of shared politi-
cal and civic beliefs and values to the maintenance of liberal
democracy in an increasingly diverse American society; evaluate,
take, and defend positions on what the fundamental values and
principles of American political life are and their importance to
the maintenance of constitutional democracy. (Based on National
Standards for Civics and Government)

• Trace the evolution of American values, beliefs, and institutions
through a study of their constitutional and institutional develop-
ment; chronicle the successes and failures in the ongoing strug-
gle to realize democratic ideals by citing historical examples and
historians’ interpretations of important events and issues in
United States history, including key Supreme Court decisions



40

(e.g., Marbury v. Madison, McCulloch v. Maryland, Dred Scott v.
Sanford, Plessy v. Ferguson, Brown v. Board of Education of
Topeka, Miranda v. Arizona, and Roe v. Wa d e), and important
events in United States history (e.g., Constitutional debates,
debates over slavery, reform movements, and immigration), and
federal and State legislation (e.g., civil rights acts, voting rights
laws, and equal rights legislation).

Performance Indicator
Students should comprehend the necessity for establishing govern-

ments, the role and function of the nation-state structure that divides
the world into sovereign territories, historic and contemporary forms
of government in a variety of societies, and the implications of govern-
mental systems on civic life in local, national, and international are-
nas. (5-B) To demonstrate this understanding at each level students
might, for example,

Elementary
• Define the term democracy and identify roles citizens play in the

governmental process; describe the rights and responsibilities of
individuals in a democratic society; discuss how and why the
world is divided into nations and what kinds of government other
nations have.

Intermediate
• Analyze excerpts from the writings of Hobbes, Locke, Rousseau,

and others of the Enlightenment Period and later to explain what
the term “social contract” meant to these philosophers and how it
was applied to the establishment of civil society and legitimate
government in many areas of the world.

Commencement
• Compare various political systems with that of the United States

in terms of ideology, structure, function, institutions, decision-
making processes, citizenship roles, and political culture;
describe alternative ways of organizing constitutional govern-
ments; identify and analyze advantages and disadvantages of
various constitutional systems. (Based on National Standards for
Civics and Government)

Performance Indicator
Students should recognize and appraise the roles played by the

United States, other nations, and world organizations in the develop-
ment of democratic principles and human rights and the continuing
struggle to bridge the gap between ideals and realities. (5-C) To
demonstrate this understanding at each level, students might 

Elementary
• Explain what is meant by human rights and discuss how these

rights are guaranteed by the United States Constitution and the
Bill of Rights; talk about news stories that include human rights
issues in various parts of the world.

Intermediate
• Compare conceptions of human rights as expressed in the United

States Bill of Rights with those defined in the United Nations
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Universal Declaration of Human Rights and the United Nations
Convention on the Rights of the Child.

Commencement
• Analyze the United States Constitution, the United Nations

Universal Declaration of Human Rights, United Nations
Convention on the Rights of the Child, the Charter of Amnesty
International, and other civil/human rights documents to identify
and explain the significance of the fundamental values and prin-
ciples which they espouse; identify values such as the public or
common good, individual rights, justice, equality, and the sanctity
of human life; describe instances when these rights and princi-
ples conflict and explain how democracies seek to resolve these
historical dilemmas.

Performance Indicator
Students should discern the ways the United States has influenced

other nations and how other nations have influenced each other and
American politics and society. (5-D) To demonstrate this understand-
ing at each level, students might 

Elementary
• Identify men and women who in their lives, writings, and work,

helped to strengthen democracy in the United States and
throughout the world; summarize the accomplishments of the
individuals in defending democratic principles, civil rights, and
human rights.

Intermediate
• Undertake case studies to research violations of basic civil and

human rights throughout history; use examples from United
States history, New York State history, and world history such as
slavery, the Holocaust, and Japanese-American internment dur-
ing World War II; draw conclusions about how the issues were
resolved and determine if governments made changes to avoid
future violations.

Commencement
• Explain how American democracy, including the ideas expressed

in the Declaration of Independence, the Constitution, and the Bill
of Rights, has had a profound influence throughout the world;
describe how the United States’ democratic principles have influ-
enced the constitutions and governments of other nations; view
this sharing as a two-way exchange, with the United States influ-
encing and being influenced by other nations; research the politi-
cal, economic, technological, and cultural developments that have
resulted from these exchanges; note, for example, the significant
political developments in areas such as immigration policies,
humanitarian aid, and the promotion of human rights; explain
why traditional allegiances to nation-states are being challenged
in many areas of the world by various ethnic, religious, tribal
and/or linguistic groups. (Based on National Standards for Civics
and Government)
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Students will use a variety of intellectual skills to demonstrate
their understanding of the basic civic values of American con-
stitutional democracy; the roles, rights, and responsibilities of
citizenship; and the avenues of participation in American civic
life.

An understanding of the civic ideals and practices of citizenship in
the United States is critical to full participation in society. It is a cen-
tral purpose of the social studies. All people have a stake in examining
civic ideals and practices across time in diverse societies as well as at
home, and in determining how to close the gap between present prac-
tices and the ideals upon which our democratic republic is based. In
studying American civic values, understanding the rights and respon-
sibilities of citizenship, and acquiring skill for active involvement in
s o c i e t y, students confront such questions as: What is civic participation
and how can I be involved? How has the meaning of citizenship evolved
and changed? What can be done to make the ideal of the American sys-
tem more real for all people? What is the balance between rights and
responsibilities? What is the role of the citizen in the community and
the nation, and as a member of the world community? How can I make
a positive difference?

In probing answers to these questions students need to go beyond
the acquisition of knowledge. They need to become attuned to the
political process and the give-and-take that encompasses decision
making in American public life. 

Effective participation is rooted in the ability to make informed judg-
ments on issues that have confronted and continue to confront
American society. Students learn to summarize accurately points of
view on issues, distinguish between relevant and irrelevant data, ana-
lyze arguments, and weigh evidence before taking positions and making
judgments. They monitor politics and the actions of governing bodies at
the school, local, state, and national levels. In addition, they study how
to exercise political influence, and they work with others to build coali-
tions, negotiate positions, and seek consensus. (Based on N a t i o n a l
Standards for Civics and Government, Center for Civic Education) 

Performance Indicators with Sample Performance Tasks at
Three Levels

Performance Indicator
Students should know the basic individual rights, both political and

personal in the Declaration of Independence, the Constitution, the
Constitution of the State of New York, and civil rights legislation. (6-A) To
demonstrate this knowledge at each level students might, for example,

Elementary
• Participate in classroom discussions and debates about the rights

guaranteed in the Declaration of Independence, the Constitution,
and the Constitution of the State of New York; keep an open mind
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and show willingness to consider other points of view before
drawing conclusions or making judgments.

Intermediate
• Explain what citizenship means in a democratic society, how citi-

zenship is defined in the Constitution and other laws of the land,
and how the definition of citizenship has changed in the United
States; describe how “the citizens of a constitutional democracy
are responsible for the protection of the rights of individuals and
for the promotion of the common good.” (Based on N a t i o n a l
Standards for Civics and Government)

Commencement
• Examine the ways the U.S. Constitution, the Constitution of the

State of New York, and other laws define how citizens of a consti-
tutional democracy have to exercise certain personal responsibili-
ties, including voting, considering the rights and interests of oth-
ers, behaving in a civil manner, and accepting responsibility for
the consequences of one’s actions. (Based on National Standards
for Civics and Government)

• Explain the importance and meaning of citizenship in the United
States; describe the idea of citizenship and explain how
Americans are citizens both of their states and of the United
States; outline how one can become a citizen and analyze the
rights of citizenship. (Based on National Standards for Civics
and Government)

Performance Indicator
Students should be able to evaluate, take, and defend positions on

the importance of civic and personal responsibility. (6-B) To demon-
strate this understanding at each level, students might 

Elementary
• Participate in activities that focus on a classroom, school or com-

munity issue or problem; prepare a plan of action that defines the
issue/problem, suggests alternative solutions or courses of action,
evaluates the consequences for each alternative solution or
course of action, prioritizes the solutions based on established cri-
teria, and proposes an action plan to address the issue or to solve
the problem; explain how they have applied democratic principles
in resolving the issue or problem; consider issues/problems such
as: rules and safety in school; care of school supplies, equipment,
and facilities; providing services for their neighborhoods/commu-
nities (e.g., reading to the elderly, developing an historic walking
tour of the neighborhood or community, or creating a school news-
paper or school-wide gallery showing student and faculty works
of art). 

• Draft a classroom charter or set of principles that define a code of
classroom conduct; review a list of school rules, from their own
and other schools, and decide which rules might apply to their
situations; discuss and agree on a classroom charter and compare
it to the United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child.
(Adapted from: Hugh Starkey, “Teaching Children’s Rights in
Europe,” Social Education, April/May 1992, p. 229.)
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Intermediate
• Identify the dispositions “that enhance citizen effectiveness and

promote the healthy functioning of American constitutional
democracy;” respect the rights of others in discussions and class-
room debates regardless of whether or not one agrees with their
viewpoints; listen to other points of view and avoid “hostile, abu-
sive, emotional, illogical arguments” when discussing controver-
sial issues and problems. (Based on National Standards for
Civics and Government)

• Explain the role that civility plays in promoting citizen effective-
ness and our democracy; respect the rights of other individuals,
even those with whom they disagree, to an equal voice in govern-
ment; consider other points of view and remain open-minded
before reaching conclusions or judgments; participate in negotia-
tion and compromise to resolve classroom, school, and community
disagreements and problems. 

Commencement
• Take, defend, and evaluate positions about dispositions that facili-

tate thoughtful and effective participation in public affairs; consid-
er the need to respect the rights of others, to respect others’ rights
to an equal voice in government and to respect others’ points of
v i e w. (Based on National Standards for Civics and Government)

• Participate in school/classroom/community activities that focus on
an issue or problem; prepare a plan of action that defines the
issue or problem, suggests alternative solutions or courses of
action, evaluates the consequences for each alternative solution
or course of action, prioritizes the solutions based on established
criteria, and proposes an action plan to address the issue or to
resolve the problem; explain how democratic principles have been
used in resolving the issue or problem.

Performance Indicator
Students should discern and evaluate the ways citizens can partici-

pate in and influence the development of public policy. (6-C) Students
might demonstrate this ability at each level when they 

Elementary
• Explain how citizens can become active participants in our demo-

cratic society in order to preserve individual rights and promote
the common good; take part in rule making and cooperative
decision making in their classrooms.

Intermediate
• Describe how to participate in governmental decisions and how

citizens can monitor and influence actions and policies; consider
issues related to school rules and responsibilities, propose alter-
native solutions, consider the consequences of alternatives, and
suggest new school policies for consideration by the student
council, the principal, or the school board.
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Commencement
• Analyze issues at the local, state, and national levels and pre-

scribe responses that promote the public interest or general
welfare, such as planning and carrying out a voter registration
campaign.

Performance Indicator
Students should recognize key issues in public policy debates,

examine all sides, and develop and defend positions on the issues. 
(6-D) To demonstrate this understanding at each level, students might 

Elementary
• Use diverse sources such as newspaper and magazine accounts,

television and radio reports, and interviews with community
leaders to identify differing points of view on a community issue
or problem; explain why different individuals and groups hold
different, and often, competing positions.

Intermediate
• Use an historical issues analysis and/or decision-making model to

develop and implement an action plan for resolving a local,
regional, or statewide problem in the best interests of the public
or common good.

Commencement
• Apply the skills of historical issues-analysis by investigating an

issue through a step-by-step process, such as the following:
- define the civil or human rights issue or problem;
- analyze the range of interests and positions held by the various

parties involved in the issue or problem;
- locate and organize information to assess the consequences of

alternative approaches to resolving the dilemma;
- assess the ethical implications as well as the comparative costs

and benefits for each alternative approach to resolving the
issue or problem;

- and select and evaluate courses of action in view of the infor-
mation collected and in light of long-term historical conse-
quences. (Based on National History Standards Project)

Standard 6
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