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To understand how the world works or the current state of our world a person must have an understanding of the social studies discipline. By having an understanding of what social studies is it is  very easy to understand why things are occurring in the world, and what can be done to remedy these situations.  The problem that currently faces social studies teachers is an ever changing definition of social studies, and how these studies are to be taught in the classroom.  It is imperative that a social studies teacher know what his or her role in the classroom and the world is, so he or she can educate those students to be solutions to the problems of the world.

The vitality of a country’s democracy is based upon the education of the citizen and the citizen’s participation.  The role of social studies and the social studies teacher is to provide citizens (students) with the education to lead this democracy.  The problem is that in the United States this democracy is ever changing and it needs its citizens to be able to adapt to different situations.  This is the mission of social studies and the teacher, to get students to develop the basic knowledge to analyze their own thoughts and opinions on issues.  It is also the mission of the social studies teacher to motivate students to participate in the community as informed citizens.  As a social studies teacher, his or her role is to promote knowledge and contribution in civic affairs, and by having an understanding of social studies the students are able to develop resolution to these civic issues.

According to the national council for social studies, social studies are defined as “the integrated study of social sciences and humanities to promote civic competence. Social studies provides coordinated, systematic study drawing upon such disciplines as anthropology, archaeology, economics, geography, history, law, philosophy, political science, psychology, religion, and sociology, as well as appropriate content from, humanities, mathematics and natural sciences.  The primary purpose is to help young people develop the ability to make informed and reasoned decisions for the public good as a citizen of a culturally diverse, democratic society in an independent world.”  So how does this definition of social studies explain how our world works?  The world works because of man’s desire to improve their own world.  In order to do so, man uses experimentation and cultural memory. Cultural memory as defined by Cornelius Holtorf (1996) is “the collective understandings, or constructions, of the distant past, as they are 

held by people in a given social and historical context.  Such retrospective 



memory manifests itself in history culture and can involve rituals and ceremonies 

at special occasions such as commemoration days, and at special places such as 


ancient monuments, which function as timemarks and sites of memory.  Cultural 


memory is the past created in a society at certain sites and occasions, whether in 


ancient Mesopotamia or during the festivities of.   Cultural memory is not about 


giving testimony of past events, as accurately and truthful as possible, nor is it 


necessarily about ensuring cultural continuity: it is about making meaningful 


statements about the past in a given cultural context of the present.”   
The world works based on chance occurrences or accidents (example: birth of Adolph Hitler) along with the disciplines of social studies like politics and economics.  In order for man to change the world, he must break complex problems into manageable sub-problems, and solve them one at a time, and this is also how we deal with social studies.  We study each discipline at a time.  Once they are separated and solved, they are brought back together again and a relation is seen between all of them.  People must constantly be aware of how these pieces fit into a larger picture.  This is also how the world works, we break apart major conflicts and problems into sub-categories or sub-problems and solve one at a time until the overall problem can be resolved.

The second way that social studies are implemented into how the world works can be seen with social issues such as war, genocide, disease, poverty and discrimination.  The majority of these issues or conflicts occur because of hatred against another group of people.  Hitler committed genocide against the Jews because he blamed them for Germany’s loss during World War I, and blamed them for Germany’s problems in post war Germany.  Saddam Hussein committed genocide against the Kurds in Iraq, and we now see genocide being committed in parts of Africa.  When it comes to disease, the epidemic spreads because of lack of education about how it spreads and the lack of funds to buy the treatment, and the not caring attitude of individuals because of socioeconomic factors.  By educating students in social studies, the students are able to see why these conflicts are occurring, more importantly, some of these issues or conflicts occur because of ignorance or lack of knowledge about another group of people and their history.


Identifying social problems at the same time as describing how the world works can be a major task.  Before identifying if a problem is a true social issue, individuals must ask themselves the following questions.  First, what does the problem need to be, and what is implied by the word “problem”?  It will differ if the person is experiencing the problem, or is looking inward as a third party or observer.  Is it a problem for everyone or just for a selected group?  These questions need answering before a problem can be defined as a social issue.


But how do these problems occur in the first place?  Human beings have two sides, and these two sides create tension and unfortunately make these social issues, or contribute to how the world works.  Humans are social beings.  They show love for family, show kindness, and friendship.  However, they also engage in violence, war and will persecute those they do not like.  As stated before, humans search for faith and knowledge and want to form a better world for themselves.  Sometimes in order to achieve this goal, man will search for power, order, and domination over others, which will lead to social issues.


Students must be educated and interested in social studies so they can contribute to how the world works.  A definition of social studies has already been give, but is that how social studies are actually being taught?  Today, with standardized tests and needing to meet specific goals and numbers, a fair number of social studies teachers are plowing through material with no interaction amongst the students.  Without engaging the students we are not helping them develop the ability to make informed and reasoned decisions.  In turn, we are not producing quality citizens.  In order to get students involved, the teacher needs to incorporate several theories.  First to engage the students, to get them to own the material, a good approach is to use the collective memory.  Peter Seixas (2001) states that “those interviewed will teach the best story or the way it happened.”  Another aspect is that this method may cut some of the bias out of the lesson.  Once the students get the best story there might also be social cohesion because the students are able to associate with the particular person or group (Seixas, 2001).

To invite students to learning and to engage them, social studies teachers must look at the materials that are to be used.  Social studies teachers must be cautious of using biased material when covering a lesson.  As we saw in our own readings during the class, maps that look proper can be biased, either by the material they are presenting, or by the graphical representation.  Social studies teachers must also be cautious of using prompts to illicit answers as the answer the student may give could be one sided.  Finally, a social studies teacher must also delve deeper into the words used in discussions and readings.  An example to illustrate this is when the class debated what it means to be a good citizen.  The word means different things to different people, and just because someone’s point of view may be different does not necessarily mean it is wrong.


Heritage is another way to engage the students.  According to Peter Seixas on page 24, “heritage is a use of the past to support or oppose the interests in the present.”  If a social studies teacher can relate the present or current social issues to occurrences in the past, the student will be engaged.


There are many roles that a social studies teacher has inside and outside of the classroom.  First as it relates to history, the role of the teacher is to “anchor the students lives in the past through three interrelated acts as suggested by Benton (2001).”  The first act is to “celebrate historical origins as a way of establishing who we are (Benton, 2001)”.  A social studies teacher not only shows students where they came from geographically, but where they come socially and what communities they belong to.  The second act is the “extolling the virtues of past members of a community as a way to providing examples for those in the present (Benton, 2001).”  The third act a social studies teacher provides is “to use the past as a character or justification for present actions or societal arrangements (Benton, 2001).”  Another role the social studies teacher embodies is to teach students the concepts of government, and the rights of citizens, and to teach students how to apply concepts to the world outside of school.  When it comes to geography the role of the social studies teacher is to help students “understand their place in the world and to help them form identity (Huckle, 255).”  It is also the role of the social studies teachers to help students “understand social interactions and the nature of language and words (Huckle, 259).”  The last role a social studies teacher has can be seen from the project created in Google Earth, and the reading on HIV and AIDS.  Not only does the teacher need to be versed in the most current technology to use in the classroom, but must also be able to show students how social issues differ from location to location and from culture to culture.  The social studies teacher must incorporate other social factors (example: economics) into these social issues.


This class has changed my own thoughts and views on what it means to be a social studies teacher, and how to teach the students in the class.  Prior to this class I would follow the material basically to the letter.  I would incorporate videos and projects into the lessons, but even these projects were very rigid and did not allow much debate or discussion amongst the students.  As the teacher, I had my own particular thoughts and ideas about the material, which now looking back probably created bias in the material or lesson.  As the teacher, it is important for me to go beyond the material and teach across the other social studies disciplines (ex. incorporate economics, law, geography, and so on) to actually teach my students.   In regards to technology, Google Earth is a great tool for the students to not only create their own learning, but allows them to create material to share with the rest of the class.  By incorporating these methods into the class and lessons, the students will not only be interested in the material and class, but will be engaged into the lessons.

There are many theories that address how the world works.  To propose one or identify with one, it is important for the person to have a firm understanding of what social studies is.  With an ever changing curriculum and state standards that must be met, it is imperative for the social studies teacher to know how to engage his or her students and what role the social studies teacher plays inside and outside of the classroom. It is also imperative that students know what their role as a citizen means, and how to achieve this.
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