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Attack! 34 The ‘feeling for’ approach to social studies: it can be transformative Part 2 

Social studies needs a decisive main aim to unify the curriculum area, made all the more important because 
it is a schools’ curriculum area without the backing of a single and established academic discipline as is the 
case with mathematics or science. Following the agreement to devise a decisive main aim there is the need 
to decide what should fundamentally unify social studies – is it skills, knowledge, or values?  Whatever is 
decided has profound implications for the theory and practice of the social studies being promoted. 

I suggest values as the part best suited to provide the fundamental unifying influence. The outcome of 
social studies, after all, is a change in the behaviour of the children concerned. The values on which this 
change should be based, need to be stated boldly and concisely. Skills and knowledge do provide some 
unifying influence but, in the end, they don’t do it as powerfully as values. In practice, skills, knowledge, 
and values are inseparable. All three parts are important – it’s just that one part happens to be more so. 
Values should not be seen as something transitory and hard to define, – to be effective they require a solid 
grounding in knowledge, with skills providing the means. Values should be seen as encompassing 
knowledge and skills, giving them order and purpose. 

The lack of a decisive main aim represents a continuing major failure by all those involved in primary school 
social studies. Without a main aim to provide direction and unity, social studies will remain in disarray. The 
social studies curriculum statement does not provide a social studies main aim; it provides a general social 
moral main aim – a main aim for children’s entire school experience. As such, it is close to useless for 
providing structure for social studies. Without this decisive main aim, the social studies horses will be found 
to have bolted, requiring the stable hands of Strands, Achievement Objectives, Skills, Inquiry, Values and 
Multiculturalism, Gender, Future, and so on, to go out continually in helter-skelter pursuit. This, surely, is no 
way to run a curriculum stable. 

In the absence of a decisive main aim, structure is sought by other means: through concepts (strands); 
skills (the processes and essential skills); knowledge (the achievement objectives); and the use of the tired 
idea of social studies being an amalgam of the 
academic social disciplines. Social studies is now all 
over the place, back to being everything and, in 
being so, continually at risk of being nothing, or very 
little, and now at risk of becoming a tool of 
computers. 

If the structure is right – beginning, of course, with 
the main aim – then everything else falls into place. 
There would be no need for the kind of artificial 
structural references to multiculturalism – social 
studies is multiculturalism; to gender – social studies 
is about sensitivity in that respect; to current issues 
– social studies is about current issues; to the future 
– social studies is about preparing children for the 
future, equipping them with clearly expressed values 
developed through the acquisition of knowledge and 
use of skills; to inquiry – what else can satisfactory 
social studies involve; values exploration – for 
goodness sake, like multiculturalism, and other 
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matters mentioned, social studies is values exploration; to social decision making – how can carefully 
thought out social studies proceed without this occurring? By all means, there is a place for a reminder 
about these matters in a social studies document, but to attempt to build them into the structure in such an 
add-on way, betrays a definite lack of confidence in the structure. I do agree, however, with the need for a 
firm structural reference to biculturalism, because that is a concept, in the way it is expressed here, unique 
to New Zealand. 

In relation to values, the document reveals, as it does in many other ways, its secondary school bias. 
Secondary teachers, as I have noted in other writings, in sensing, it seems, the lack of a clear purpose in 
much of what they do in social studies, substitute values clarification for an expression of values. Social 
studies should inherently be about values clarification, occurring as a matter of course when children are led 
to compare their lives and values with those of other people. However, clarifying values is just part of the 
process. Values clarification often tends to end up as a series of set exercises rather than something 
intrinsic to a topic, to real people respectfully considered. In the values area, the document is a huge 
disappointment. The timidity revealed can be considered an artefact of the ‘90s. 

Significantly, the foreword in the curriculum document makes no reference to values (‘Social Studies in the 
New Zealand Curriculum will provide students with relevant knowledge, essential skills, and experience in 
using important processes for the new millennium’). And the introduction that follows begins with what is 
clearly intended as the structural rationale for social studies: ‘Social studies is the systematic study of an 
integrated body of content drawn from the social sciences and the humanities.’ Unfortunately, there is no 
decisive main aim to provide this integration. Around the mulberry bush again. 

People’s lives should not, as a matter of course, be stratified into concepts (or strands) before a study has  
begun – people’s lives should be studied in a cohesive, holistic, respectful way, and from that process will 
inevitably develop in children an increased understanding of a number of concepts. Fair enough, though, if a 
concept or two is given some kind of emphasis in the activities that are used, but, overall, people don’t live 
their lives according to discrete concepts. How can you understand Social Organisation without 
understanding Time, Continuity and Change, or Place and Environment, or Culture and Heritage, or 
Resources and Economic activities? Or any of these strands (concepts) in any order. To organise a social 
studies structure on the basis of studying, say, Resources and Economic activities, distances children from 
the people being studied, reducing those people’s humanity. Surely, we in social studies can agree on this 
so that next time we can say in a unified voice that a conceptual structure for social studies is wrong. 
People live all social studies concepts, all the time. Children should study a group of people for their own 
sake, and from there develop their understanding of a range of concepts, even if one or two are suggested 
for emphasis. On the whole, a group of people can only be understood validly by being considered in their 
setting. It is not old-fashioned to give an emphasis to considering people in their setting; it is simple 
commonsense and good social studies. It might be tidy to organise behaviour into concepts from a study’s 
outset, but this tidiness should be seen as being attained at the expense of exploring the richness of human 
experience. 

There are many pressures today to remove children from interestedly exploring and understanding the 
depth and complexity of human behaviour. Children are reading fewer books and within that less fiction; 
children’s writing is more about expository writing and preparing children for writing university essays 
rather than expressive writing exploring their own feelings and relationships and those of others; 
competition through testing is making the children more competitive and inward looking; and in social 
studies, children are studying abstract topics like Travel and Communication in which people are mainly 
cyphers. Abstract topics like Travel and Communication are often chosen by a person with responsibility for 
social studies because of concern about the review office and the matter of coverage. It sounds so much 
more impressive to be studying Travel and Communication than, say, children from a family who go to a 
kura kaupapa Maori or life in a Chinese city – in my view, though, impressively wrong.  

Children should be helped to recognise the underlying similarity in all human behaviour. And because social 
studies learning is necessarily a comparative process, when children are studying other people, they are 
also studying themselves. Also, for an understanding of cultural difference, the past is a perennial source 
because the past, even the children’s own cultural past, is like another culture. The past is a special 
responsibility of social studies; if social studies doesn’t give attention to the past, children could go through 
their schooling with very little comprehension of it, and, even more importantly, deny children a powerful 
source of comparative knowledge. 

 


