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The ‘feeling for’ approach to social studies: it can be transformative Part 1 

In the following paragraph is my definition of the holistic. From time-to-time I will return to concentrate on 
aspects within it. In this issue, I want to concentrate on those that provide structure for holistic social 
studies. 

The holistic philosophy is about the interaction of the cognitive and the affective; the combination 
of knowledges – teacher and academic (also other); teaching and learning being organised by broad 
aims (assisted by criteria that can be seen as converted objectives); broad aims being an 
expression of the essence of curriculum areas; learning being meaningful, exploratory, and challenging 
(hence the attention to discovery learning and problem solving); learning experiences having shape 
extending from an introduction, to gaining information, to using that information flexibly, to a 
conclusion; learning being coherent and organic not fragmented and desultory; children having 
significant control over their learning; observational evaluation being central; and individual needs being 
attended to through a combination of open-ended class activities and one-to-one teaching. 

The aspects selected are: ‘the holistic philosophy is about the interaction of the cognitive and the 
affective; teaching and learning being organised by broad aims (assisted by criteria that can be 
seen as converted objectives); broad aims being an expression of the essence of curriculum 
areas; learning experiences having shape extending from an introduction, to gaining 
information, to using that information flexibly, to a conclusion; learning being coherent and 
organic not fragmented and desultory. 

Holistic social studies works with a main aim, a dynamic main aim (based on the essence of the curriculum 
area), that provides clear direction about where to go, what to include, how to proceed, and how to 
evaluate.  

Integration is often an issue in curriculum area teaching: the issue is defining it and the relationship of what 
is being integrated to a curriculum area that is invariably central. But a dynamic main holistic aim is all that 
is needed. If I use the shorthand for the holistic social studies main aim, developing a ‘feeling for’ the 
people being studied – that is a clear invitation for drama, music, dance, arts and crafts, poetry, expressive 
and expository writing to be seamlessly integrated, that is, integrated consistent with their values. 

For observational evaluation, in relation to objectives (values, knowledge, and skill), a few should be 
selected for particular attention, though all should remain alive. 

Finally, the great omission in this age of inquiry learning and computers, is giving learning experiences 
shape extending from an introduction, to gaining information, to using that information flexibly, to a 
conclusion. 

Social studies does not come to schools significantly defined or clarified by university disciplines making it a 
particular responsibility of the education system, with schools part of that, but in not being allowed to be, 
has meant social studies has been taken over by inquiry learning, computers, a narrow view of education 
and regulations promulgated by the ministry and education review office. 

By the mid-90s, with the tentative introduction of computers and the realisation that inquiry learning in 
social studies and science was a near perfect fit for computer use as those curriculum areas were envisaged 
by bureaucrats and computer advocates, the defeat of social studies and science as properly structured 
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curriculum areas was complete. Developmental Network Magazine 
continued to carry many articles on how primary school social studies 
and science could be practised using holistic and developmental 
principles, in particular, the interaction of the affective and the 
cognitive and the use of a series of open-ended activities. But social 
studies and science were now controlled by bureaucrats, especially 
from the review office, and strongly influenced by early computer 
advocates. Schools in some ways, burdened as they were with 
significantly increased bureaucratic demands, were somewhat relieved 
to be able to resort to the bloodless systematic routine described as 
inquiry learning. Social studies and science are now a fragmentary and 
unconnected mess – science even more so than social studies. 

In my nearly 40 years of direct involvement in social studies, it is my 
assertion that primary people have never been given a true voice in 
the development of social studies, they have been there, but with 
secondary people in command – primary people seemingly obstacles 
to circumnavigate not voices to be taken seriously. My response, for 
three decades from the ‘70s, was to lead a small number of primary 
people to impede and stall a new social studies curriculum at every 

opportunity. In the ‘80s and ‘90s I produced, helped by John and Mary Faire, many publications on the 
‘feeling for’ approach which became for a time the social studies programme for a significant number of 
primary teachers. Taking the ministry of education to the race relations office for producing an 
unsatisfactory social studies document, even though my argument was upheld, was my last throw of the 
dice. What I am writing now is written for the record and perhaps some magical moment when children’s 
learning, real learning, becomes the main focus of education again and teaching becomes a democratic 
enterprise. 

I was appointed from a primary school to a lecturing position at a teachers college in 1969. In my first year 
or two I was content to talk about how social studies consisted of attitudes, values, skills, and knowledge; 
how various academic disciplines (notably geography, history, economics, sociology and anthropology) 
contributed to these; how social studies both helped children to understand their world and prepare them to 
live in it responsibly (citizenship); and how social studies was distinguished from other social sciences by its 
focus on people. Nearly every article or book on social studies I read then, or have read since, has been a 
rearrangement of these epistemological deckchairs. 

I became dissatisfied with this explanation of the nature of social studies, finding it increasingly difficult to 
reconcile it with the reality of primary school classroom life as I saw it; with what teachers said; with what I 
observed of children’s moral and cognitive processes; and with my view of society’s needs. A prosaic 
definition of social studies for New Zealand primary school children might be: A curriculum area  that is 
taken three or four times a year for two or three  weeks. How can a curriculum area of that minor time 
allocation justify the grand aims allocated to it and the large amounts of money spent on its promotion and 
explanation? How can the various parts of social studies fit together? It’s all very well to say social studies 
consists of attitudes, values, knowledge, and skills, but, when decisions are being made about what to do in 
classrooms, what parts have priority?  Given all the social knowledge available, is all such knowledge of 
equal value, or is some knowledge more equal than other knowledge? With the array of attitudes and values 
available, which ones are the most important? How can what is done in social studies have an overall 
unified effect? How does social studies fit with the contribution of all the other curriculum areas and the 
general life of the school? 

The main aim for social studies I devised then, and have advocated since: 

To develop in children a sympathetic and valid understanding of their own and other people’s way of life, 
both in New Zealand and elsewhere, in the present and in the past – the main purpose being to help 
children to be at ease with, and to appreciate, individual and cultural difference. 

The key part being that social studies is about helping children ‘to be at ease with, and to appreciate, 
individual and cultural difference’. I believe that current trends in social studies are disrespectful to people 
and cultures – antithetical to the real purposes of the curriculum area. 

And a brief way of expressing the main aim of social studies is: helping to develop in children a ‘feeling for’ 
the people being studied.


