
	  
	  
February 2, 2015 
 
Senator Lamar Alexander, Chairman 
Senate Committee on Health, Education, Labor and Pensions 
428 Senate Dirksen Office Building 
Washington, DC 20510 
 
 
Dear Chairman Alexander,  
 

The National Council for the Social Studies shares your long-standing commitment to the 
preparation of our nation’s students for their roles as active participants in our democracy and economy.  To 
support this mutual priority, we ask you to provide competitive grants that support the development and 
dissemination of innovative, engaging approaches to teaching social studies, which includes history, civics, 
geography, and economics, in the reauthorization of the Elementary and Secondary Education Act. Please 
consider the following language for inclusion: 
 
“Insert, in the section on Programs of National Significance: 
 
Grants shall be made to support developing, implementing, evaluating, and disseminating for voluntary 
school use innovative, research-based approaches to civic learning and American history, which may 
include hands-on civic engagement activities, for low-income elementary school and secondary school 
students, that demonstrate innovation, scalability, accountability, and a focus on underserved populations.”  
 
This language (focused on civics only, without the addition of American history) was originally authored by 
Senator Enzi, and was included in the Committee-passed 2011 reauthorization draft. 
 

The social studies expose students to democratic principles; teach critical thinking; and cultivate 
skills that are increasingly central to growing our economy and solving our nation’s challenges.  But far too 
often, those who teach history, civics, geography, and economics lack access to professional development 
and access to innovative curricula that will help them meet their students’ needs. Because the social studies 
are not tested annually, states focus their limited resources to tested areas of study such as literacy and 
math. When state funds follow national assessments, social studies teachers go without the professional 
development and targeted curricula they need to engage their students in the subjects that prepare them for 
life as active and informed citizens. 
 

After years of inadequate support, we are failing to prepare our students to become participants and 
decisionmakers in our deliberative democracy. The National Assessment of Educational Progress (NAEP) 
exams in history, civics, geography and economics are offered once every four years, and are taken by too 
few students to permit disaggregation by state.  Therefore, we cannot tell you how students in Tennessee 
are doing compared to their peers in other states.  The 2014 NAEP exams in the social studies were 
cancelled due to sequestration.  However, in 2010, fewer than 25 percent of 4th, 8th, and 12th graders were 
able to demonstrate proficiency in civics. Only 25 percent of 8th graders could correctly identify the purpose 
of the Declaration of Independence!  

 
Clearly, we must offer new support to teachers and schools if we are to prepare students for their 

roles as engaged citizens in participatory democracy.  We know that a one-size-fits-all approach doesn’t 
work, whether it’s a federal one-size-fits-all or a mandate from the state.  Teachers, schools and school 
districts need access to multiple, validated, effective approaches to engaging students in social studies so 
they can select the option that best meets the needs of students in their community.   
 



Fortunately, there are options out there. Research has demonstrated how to engage students in 
learning the social studies and teach them the analytical skills needed to apply their knowledge to present-
day challenges.  Multiple effective models have been developed by non-profit organizations specializing in 
instruction in civics and history: with a small investment of resources, these models can be made available 
to schools across the country as part of a menu from which local educators can choose.  With Programs of 
National Significance grants made available for the social studies, nonprofit entities with a demonstrated 
track record of raising student academic achievement can make their evidence-based approaches available 
to schools to address specific, local needs. Instead of a federal – or state by state – one size fits all, 
innovative approaches would become more efficient and cost-effective to implement.  
 

As a champion for American history, you know that quality social studies education is critical for a 
student’s success in college, career, and citizenship.  We urge you to support effective teaching in 
American history and civics through the Programs of National Significance in ESEA. 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Michelle Herczog     Susan Griffin 
NCSS President     NCSS Executive Director 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 


