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Social Studies

Abstract:
The new social studies curriculum presents teachers with many
challenges and opportunities. Roland Case and Wally Diefentahler
of The Critical Thinking Consortium believe that the most significant
differences pertain to how and why teach social studies, and  not
with the what and when. Furthermore, these core changes are best
supported by learning to embed critical thinking at the heart of our
teaching in social studies.

www.nrlc.net

GGGuiding Question:
Is critical thinking simply one more goal to address in social studies
or does it play a more transformative role in the new program of
studies?

Welcome to the NRLC Zone 1 Social
Studies Implementation Project for
2006-07. This program is funded
through a special grant from Alberta
Education. It provides teachers and
administrators with comprehensive PD
opportunities intended to assist educa-
tors with implementing the new Social
Studies program in classrooms across
our region. 

Grades K-3, 4 & 7 Teachers
Now that you’ve got the ball rolling
there are many exciting sessions to pro-
vide more in-depth exploration of major
aspects of the program (i.e. assessment,
differentiation, planning for multi-grade
classrooms). Offered in a variety of
locations - check the web for current
session info and register early! 

Collaborative Inquiry Projects
If you want the chance to work with
other teachers and get some great ideas
and support for project-based learning,
then this is the group to join! Six teach-
ers from each district will have subs,
meals and registration fees paid so reg-
ister early. We will meet January 11/12
in Grande Prairie, then have two after
school (supper) follow-up sessions, and

wrap up with one final full day. Bring
an idea for a project or just bring your
enthusiasm – we’ve got lots of ideas to
share! We promise that you’ll learn lots
about the curriculum and connect with
other social studies educators in north-
ern Alberta.

Grade 5, 8 & 10 Teachers
Welcome! There will be a series of days
planned that will begin to prepare you
with the basics of the Social Studies
Program. Senior high teachers will
begin in January, sessions for 5 & 8 will
follow shortly after. Check the web at
www.nrlc.net for the latest info.

New Curriculum Facilitators Welcome
A number of jurisdictions have desig-
nated Curriculum Facilitators (CFs) who
will be working closely within their dis-
tricts to assist teachers with Social
Studies. They will be rolling out mini-
sessions that can be delivered at your
schools on PD days, after school or dur-
ing staff meetings – even on weekends!
All you will have to do is request their
services.

NRLC is still actively seeking additional
Curriculum Facilitators (CFs) for Zone
One. All training costs are paid (regis-
trations, mileage, subsistence) and you
will get the benefit of being part of an
active and avid group of Social Studies
educators. If you are interested please
contact your central office curriculum

rep or Leslie Snyder. To date CFs have
worked on presentations for the Online
Guide to Implementation as well as
developing a “Nuts and Bolts” overview
that will showcase highlights from the
Program of Studies. It’s not too late to
join us for our next two day session
Dec. 11/12 in Grande Prairie.

Contact Me!
Please accept this as your personal invi-
tation to come and learn what the new
program is about. I look forward to
meeting you and providing you with
high quality innovative PD opportuni-
ties. Questions? Suggestions? Please
contact me.

Leslie Snyder, Project Coordinator
Ph: (780) 836-3660, Email:

snyderl@prsd.ab.ca
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Critical Thinking —
at the heart of the new social studies program

Roland Case and Wally Diefenthaler
The Critical Thinking Consortium

T o understand the chal-
lenges and opportuni-
ties presented by the

new social studies curriculum and
particularly the role of critical
thinking, it is useful to consider
four questions:
• What topics and skills are we

expected to teach?
• When are they to be taught?
• How are they to be taught?
• Why are we asked to teach

them?
The tendency when presented
with a new curriculum is to focus
on the first two of these questions
– what do we have to teach and
when. Although the new program
of studies has changed the topic
focus and sequence at many
grades, these are neither the most
important nor most challenging
innovations. Additional teacher
research and planning are needed
to implement the new topics, but

these changes do not fundamen-
tally alter the curriculum nor our
way of teaching social studies.
We believe the new curriculum
invites a more significant recon-
sideration of social studies teach-
ing in Alberta. And this fundamen-
tal shift captured in the second
pair of questions – how and why
we teach social studies. The new
direction will require more pro-
found reflection and professional
learning, particularly in terms of
embedding critical thinking as a
central part of social studies
teaching.
Among the many elements in the
new curriculum that have implica-
tions for how social studies is
taught, three features seems espe-
cially significant: a focus on
inquiry and issues, consideration
of multiple perspectives, and the
use of diverse resources.

These features were emphasized
in the former curriculum.
Consequently, for many students,
social studies was largely a matter
of finding factual information on a
topic from a single textbook writ-
ten from a presumably “objective”
point of view. The new curricu-
lum seeks to make social studies
a genuine inquiry where the task
is not predominantly to find out
what others know (students must,
of course, do this) but to reach
their own conclusions using infor-
mation drawn from various
sources and by considering differ-
ing perspectives. Thus, inquiry
requires that students make rea-
soned judgments about the most
justifiable conclusions about the
topic. In short, it requires that stu-
dents think critically.
The most significant aspect of the
new curriculum in addressing why

“Critical Thinking”… Continued on Page 2

Grade Retrieval-of-fact questions Critical inquiries

Kindergarten What are three rules at school? What are the two best rules for
creating a safe and cooperative
environment for everyone in the class?

Grade 3 How do different communities What are the most important lessons
meet their members’ needs? we can learn from the experiences of

the four profiled communities about
how our community should address
the identified problem?

Grade 4 How did earlier pioneers meet Select the best stories, drawn from
their needs? Aboriginal, Francophone and

immigrant experiences, for inclusion
in a collection of educational and
inspiring stories about Alberta’s past.

Grade 7 What were John A. Macdonald’s Does John A. Macdonald deserve our
contributions as leader? respect as a truly great Canadian

leader?

Grade 10 What effects have imperialist practices After role playing varying stakeholders
had on developing countries? concerns, determine what obligations,

if any, contemporary societies have to
respond to the legacies of imperialist
practices.

As these examples suggest, critical thinking can usefully be seen as the pedagogical heart of the new program of study. It
is through this approach that the most significant and truly empowering features of social studies can be realized.
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we teach social studies in the
attempt to make the aims of pro-
moting citizenship and individual
and collective identity more than
a platitude. Embedded strongly
throughout the curriculum is the
view that social studies is not to
be taught for its own sake, but
must speak to all students (not
simply so-called “mainstream“
students) about who they are
(identity) and what it means to
live and act in a pluralist world
(citizenship). Thus the rationale for
studying topics ranging from

“community” to “Confederation”
is no longer because “student
should know this.” The new cur-
riculum asks us to help students
see how the study of these topics
informs their understanding and
appreciation of who they are and
how they should act in the world.
But we can’t simply dictate to stu-
dents these conclusions; here
again we need to invite and sup-
port students in thinking critically
about the implications for them-
selves and others.
The differences in the new how
and why of the program of studies

are readily observed by contrast-
ing typical factual questions from
those involving critical inquiry.
Significantly, the information
required to answer the questions
in the left-hand column is sub-
sumed in the critical inquiry tasks
listed in the right-hand column.
The difference is that the critical
inquiries require students to use
this information to reached broad-
ly informed judgments and that
the questions are intended to
develop students’ sense of citizen-
ship and of collective and individ-
ual identity.

“Critical Thinking”… Cont’d from Page 2

AAAnnotated Resources, Web Sites, Books, etc.

Resources
Online Guide to Implementation, Alberta Education. This

government website offers excellent support material
for the new program of studies. Included are hun-
dreds of lesson ideas, assessment tools and student
resources using the critical thinking approach dis-
cussed in this feature article.
http://new.onlineguide.learnalberta.ca

Social Studies Program of Studies Kindergarten to Grade
12, Alberta Education. This government website con-
tains the Social Studies Kindergarten to Grade 12 pro-
gram of studies, the implementation schedule,
updates on student and teacher resources as well as
other information pertaining to the new Social Studies
curriculum.
http://www.education.gov.ab.ca/k_12/
curriculum/bySubject/social/default.asp

The Critical Thinking Consortium. The website for this
non-profit group contains various articles on critical
thinking and describes award winning teacher
resources in social studies with sample downloadable
lessons.www.tc2.ca

The Canadian Anthology of Social Studies: Issue and
Strategies for Teachers. R. Case and Penney Clark
(editors). Pacific Educational Press, Vancouver. This
comprehensive collection of 41 articles by Canadian
educators provides valuable insights and practical
ideas for implementing many of the innovations in
the new program of studies. A second edition of this
collection, The Anthology of Social Studies: Issue and
Strategies for Elementary Teachers, is scheduled for
release in January 2007.www.pep.educ.ubc.ca

The Alberta Teachers’ Association Social Studies Specialist
Council Website can be found at
http://ssc.teachers.ab.ca/. For links to a world of perti-
nent information, spend some time browsing this very
useful website. Planning for next year’s conference?
The Specialist Council’s conference will be held at
Jasper Park Lodge, reserve early.

Biographies
Dr. Roland Case is executive director of TC2, The Critical
Thinking Consortium, an association of 55 school dis-
tricts, post-secondary institutions and teacher organiza-
tions. In addition to his teaching career as an elementary
school teacher and as a university professor, Roland has
worked with over 15,000 classroom teachers to support
the infusion of critical thinking. Roland is senior editor of
Critical Challenges Across the Curriculum – an award
winning series of teaching resources for critical thinking.
Roland is this year’s recipient of CUFA’s Distinguished
Academics Career Achievement Award.

Wally Diefenthaler is regional director of TC2 in Alberta
and an experienced educator and facilitator. He is cur-
rently writing and editing materials for the Social Studies
On-line Guide which supports the new Social Studies
program in Alberta. Previously, he was seconded to
Alberta Education as the 10-12 Social Studies Curriculum
Manager to lead the development and writing of the new
Social Studies high school curriculum. He has also
worked extensively with K-9 Social Studies teachers and
curriculum developers. Wally has extensive speaking
experience on Social Studies related topics to a wide
range of audiences; he has organized and led numerous
consultations on Social Studies curriculum and assess-
ment related activities.




