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INTRODUCTION

Purpose

This study was designed to provide schools, districts, and states with a means for identifying
the knowledge and skills that are most important for students to learn for the subject areas of
geography and history. It follows and is modeled upon a similar study done for the areas of language
arts, mathematics, and science (Kendall, Snyder, Schintgen, Wahlquist & Marzano, 1999). The
standards and benchmarks in this document reflect the subject-area content consistently identified in
documents from a handful of states that have been highly rated by national organizations for the
quality of their standards. It is hoped that this material will assist those who are attempting to reduce
the amount of content identified as important to a manageable level.

In recent years, it has frequently been observed that all of the knowledge and skills identified
as important by national organizations cannot be addressed in the classroom given the time available
in the school day. Education researcher Chester Finn, after reviewing documents produced by many
standards-setting groups, asserted that “the professional associations, without exception, lacked
discipline. They all demonstrated gluttonous and imperialistic tendencies” (in Diegmueller, 1995, p.
6). A similar perspective can be found in the report of the Third International Mathematics and
Science Study (TIMSS), a large-scale, cross-national comparative study of math and science curricula.
In addressing the relatively poor performance of U.S. students, the report’s authors note that our
“preoccupation with breadth rather than depth, with quantity rather than quality, probably affects how
well U.S. students perform in relation to their counterparts in other countries” (Schmidt, McKnight,
& Raizen, 1997). Researchers Marzano and Kendall (1999) show that at least by one measure,
attempting to address all the content identified in standards documents would mean that “schooling
would have to be extended from kindergarten to grade 217 (p. 104). It appears evident that
practitioners and others could find this report to be of some use if they seek to ensure that as they
reduce content to a manageable amount, they retain the most significant knowledge and skills.

Method for Selecting the Top State Documents

Five state standards documents were selected to represent the exemplary contentin geography
and history. In order to select these documents, we analyzed the critical reviews of state curriculum
documents conducted by two national organizations that undertook a state-by-state review of the
social studies: the Fordham Foundation and the American Federation of Teachers (AFT). The
Fordham Foundation reviewed the geography and history content separately for each state; AFT
reviewed social studies as a whole for each state and gave ratings by school levels (primary, middle,
and high school) rather than by subject area. The other subject areas commonly associated with the
social studies — behavioral studies, civics, and economics — did not receive a separate review by
either organization, and so could not be examined in this study.




Selection of State Documents by Subject Area

For each subject-area— geography and history — we ranked the states according to how well
they fared in the state-by-state reviews. Without exception, the top states were easily selected,
ranking high in both reports. Three state documents in the social studies were selected for the analysis
in both geography and history: Alabama, Arizona, and Kansas. To round out the top five in
geography, the curriculum documents from Louisiana and South Carolina were chosen; for the area
of history, the additional documents came from the states of California and Virginia.

Method of Identification and Synthesis

Once the five state documents were selected for a given subject area, the next step was to
identify and classify the content found in these documents. In order to account for all content, we
mapped most of the content identified during the review process against the standards and
benchmarks identified in Content Knowledge: A Compendium of Standards and Benchmarks for
K-12 Education (Kendall & Marzano, 2000). The Compendium represents McREL’s synthesis of 137
significant curriculum and standards documents across 14 subject areas. Knowledge and skills
identified in the Compendium are presented in each subject area as overarching categories (or
standards) under which the knowledge and skills appropriate for students at particular grade ranges
(benchmarks) are organized. We selected the Compendium as a cataloguing tool because it represents
a synthesis of major documents in each subject area and thus very likely identifies most, if not all, of
the significant content in each subject area.

The next step of the process involved identifying and organizing all of the similar content in
the selected state documents. Briefly, the method consisted of identifying each description of
knowledge or skill in the state documents and matching that content to the Compendium benchmark
that addressed the same, or closely related, knowledge or skill. If necessary, the Compendium
benchmark was rewritten in order to more accurately reflect the content described in several state
documents. Infrequently, when sufficient representation warranted it, new benchmarks were created
that were not present in the Compendium. These new benchmarks were placed under the Compendium
standard most suited to them. This approach is compatible with our use of the Compendium as a
convenient organizing device, rather than a selection device or filter.

When the five state documents had been analyzed, the resulting product was a master
document that organized all of the knowledge and skills identified in the five state documents, as well
as information indicating where that content was found, This information is preserved in this report
by a set of codes, called a citation log, which appears just above each benchmark — for example, BD
(AZIV.E9.5;CA6.2.9;KIII.1-4;V8.2) is the citation log for the 5-12 benchmark “Understands the
development of alphabets and writing systems in Mesopotamia, Egypt, and the Indus Valley,” found
under World History standard 1. A key for the citation logs appears at the bottom of each page so that
readers can locate the original material.



In addition to this basic document information, each citation log also includes a code that
designates the cognitive character of each benchmark as either declarative knowledge or procedural
knowledge. Simply put, declarative knowledge (identified in the log as BD) describes information —
facts, events, episodes, generalizations, and the like — that students should know. Procedural
knowledge (indicated by BP) describes the skills or processes — such as reading a map, editing, or
adding — that students should be able to perform. (A more complete description of declarative and
procedural knowledge can be found in the Compendium, pages 22-24). The citation log also
sometimes includes an asterisk (*), which indicates that the content represents material not found in
the Compendium.

Selection of Criteria for Reduction

The original intention of the study was to provide a report that identified only that content that
was common to all five documents. However, as we learned in our previous study on the language
arts, mathematics, and science, it became clear that using such a method resulted in the identification
of very few benchmarks. If we had selected only the content that was common to all five of the
documents for either geography or history, the number of items, or benchmarks, that would have
resulted would have been so small as to be of limited usefulness (as our preliminary analysis
determined). We also determined that very few benchmarks would remain if we selected the content
that was only common to any four of the five documents. (We did not find this to be the case in our
previous study of language arts, mathematics, and science. In that study, we found that choosing
content found in any four of the five documents provided an acceptable number of benchmarks). On
the other hand, if we had selected content that was common to only two of the five state documents,
the result would have been the identification of nearly as many benchmarks as were found in the
Compendium, and thus our study would not achieve its purpose. We found, however, that if we
selected benchmarks that were common to any three of the top five documents, the result was neither
so small as to be not useful nor so large as to not serve the purpose of winnowing down the amount
of content. Thus, for the subject areas of geography and history, the standards and benchmarks
identified in this study represent content that was found to be present in any three of the five standards
documents selected for review.

Product and Caveat

The product of this study is a set of standards and benchmarks identified in two subject areas
at differing grade bands (see the introduction of each study for a description). The benchmarks
represent concepts and skills identified for student learning by at least three of the five states whose
documents have been rated highly for, among other things, the clarity, specificity, and appropriateness
of their standards. It should be noted that the technique described and used here is not designed to
produce a clearly sequenced set of content. Further, this document should not be mistaken for a well-
planned set of standards and benchmarks. Each document that we analyzed might well have possessed
either an implicit or explicit design and scaffolding. Our technique was intended not to identify a
scope and sequence, but, rather, to identify the concepts and skills that were most common to the five
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documents for each subject area. Thus, users of this document are encouraged to consider it as one
that identifies knowledge and skills that across these documents, at least, could be considered
essential.

GEOGRAPHY

Identification of National Reports

For the subject area of geography, two reports were used to help select the state documents
analyzed in this study. One report was the American Federation of Teachers’ (AFT) Making
Standards Matter (1999), which includes ratings of the state standards in terms of specificity and
clarity. The second report, “The State of State Standards in Geography” (in the State of State
Standards 2000, Finn & Pitrelli, Eds.), was written by Susan Monroe for the Fordham Foundation.

Selection of Reference Documents

As noted in the introduction to this report, five state documents were selected for review for
geography. The selection of the top five state documents for geography was determined by comparing
information found in the two evaluation reports cited above. Specifically, the reviews of those states
that received a “B” or above in the Fordham report on geography were compared with those states
rated in the AFT’s Making Standards Matter report as having clear and specific standards in the social
studies. The analysis resulted in the selection of the following documents for the purpose of
identifying important content for K-12 geography:

. Alabama Course of Study: Social Studies (1998, February), by the Alabama
State Department of Education,

. Social Studies Standards (2000), by the Arizona Department of Education,

. Kansas Curricular Standards for Civics-Government, Economics, Geography,
and History (1999, July), by the Kansas State Board of Education

. Social Studies Content Standards (1997, May), by the Louisiana State
Department of Education

. Curriculum Standards: -$gcial Studies (2000), by the South Carolina State
Department of Education



Benchmark Construction

As described in the general introduction, material from each of the five documents was
analyzed to identify the knowledge and skills students were expected to attain. This information was
then organized under the geography standards and benchmarks found in the Compendium. Finally,
the combined material was synthesized into benchmarks. Benchmarks are commonly made up of a
sentence stem followed by examples, which are intended to illustrate, but not exhaust, the kind of
information found in the documents. For example, the following benchmark appears in this study
under standard 2, “Understands the characteristics of places and regions,” at the 3-5 grade range:

Knows the causes and effects of physical and human changes in a place over time
(e.g., erosion, river systems, agriculture, urban growth, transportation, settlement
patterns)

The stem “Knows the causes and effects of physical and human changes in a place over time”
represents what was common to three (in this particular case) state documents. The parenthetical
content following the stem, however, provides arepresentative set of examples. Once the analysis was
finished and the content synthesized, the entire document was reviewed to determine how best to
organize the benchmarks under standards. :

Standards Construction

Given the considerable reduction in content that resulted from this process — from the 238
benchmarks across 18 standards in the Compendium to the 66 benchmarks in this study — it was clear
that the number of standards should be similarly reduced. Working from what has come to be called
the “five themes of geography,” we were able to construct five standards that organized the content.

Organization of the Content

The standards and benchmarks that resulted from our synthesis of state standards are provided
in the tables that follow. The benchmarks are organized primarily by grades K-2, 3-5,6-8,and 9-12,
a structure that accommodates the various designs of the state documents reviewed. Each state
analyzed presents its standards and benchmarks in different ways. Two states organize their standards
grade by grade; the other states use varying grade-band structures — for example, K-2, 3-5, 6-8,
9-12 or K—4, 5-8, 9—12. In order to represent as closely as possible the range of grades under which
the content was found, we also have provided broader ranges where appropriate. Thus, grade bands
in this report may appear, for éxample, as K-5 or 6-12. These grade bands (in this case, K-5 and
6-12) indicate the range of grades under which the content was found in the state documents. The
citation log provided with each benchmark indicates the documents in which that content was found.




Summary of Standards for Geography

Table 1 provides a listing of content present in at least three of the five top-rated state
documents selected for this study. This content was synthesized to form benchmarks, which were then
organized under the following standards: ,

1. Understands the world in spatial terms,

2. Understands the characteristics of places and regions,

3. Understands the Earth’s physical systems,

4, Understands human culture and social systems, and

5. Understands the interaction of the environment and society.
6
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HISTORY

Identification of National Reports

For the subject area of history, two reports were consulted to select the state documents
analyzed in this study. One report was from the American Federation of Teachers (AFT), Making
Standards Matter (1999), which includes ratings of the state standards in terms of specificity and
clarity. The second report, The State of State Standards in History (in the State of State Standards
2000, Finn & Pitrelli, Eds.), was written for the Fordham Foundation by David Warren Saxe.

Selection of Reference Documents

The selection of the top five state documents for history was determined by comparing
information found in the two evaluation reports cited above. Specifically, the reviews for those states
that received a “B” or above in the Fordham report on history were compared with those states rated
in the AFT’s Making Standards Matter report as having clear and specific standards in the social
studies. The analysis resulted in the selection of the following documents for the purpose of
identifying important content for K—12 history:

. Alabama Course of Study: Social Studies (1998, February), by the Alabama
State Department of Education

. Social Studies Standards (2000), by the Arizona Department of Education
. History-Social Science Content Standards for California Public Schools:

Kindergarten Through Grade Twelve (2000), by the California State Board
of Education

. Kansas Curricular Standards for Civics-Government, Economics,
Geography, and History (1999, July), by the Kansas State Board of
Education

. Standards of Learning For Virginia Public Schools (1995, June), by the
Board of Education, Commonwealth of Virginia

Benchmark Construction

As described in the general introduction, material from each of the five documents was
analyzed toidentify the knowledge and skills students were expected to attain. For ease of collection
and analysis, this information was then organized under the history standards and benchmarks in the
Compendium. Depending upon the content of the material, the knowledge and skills identified as a
result of this analysis were organized under one of five areas: Historical Understanding, K—4 History,

18
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State History, United States History, and World History. The material from the documents was then
synthesized into benchmarks.

Benchmarks are commonly made up of a sentence stem, which describes the specific content
found in the documents, followed by examples, which are intended to illustrate, but not exhaust, the
kinds of examples provided in the documents. For example, the following benchmark appears in this
study under Standard 2, “Understands the origins and development of emerging institutions in the
colonies and the impact of slavery on European and African lives in the Americas™:

Understands economic life in the New England, Chesapeake, and Southern colonies
(e.g., development of a free-market economic system; differences in economic
systems in different colonial regions; economic relationship between colonies and
England)

The stem “Understands economic life in the New England, Chesapeake, and Southern
colonies” represents what was common to four of the five (in this particular case) state documents.
The parenthetical content following the stem, however, provides a representative set of examples.

The synthesis process yielded material that was identified in state documents as important
for the study of history, but not addressed in the national documents synthesized in the Compendium.
In these instances, the end of the citation log includes an asterisk (*) to indicate that the content
represents material not found in the Compendium.

Standards Construction

Once the analysis was completed, the content was reviewed for commonalities. Given the
reduction in content — from the 1,280 benchmarks across 87 standards in the Compendium to 191
benchmarks in this study — it was clear that the number of standards should be similarly reduced.
We found that those standards that had been developed from the national documents and formed the
basis for the Compendium were often too specific to be useful as categories, with the exception of
the areas of Historical Understanding, K—4 History, and State History. The process of developing
standards for the other areas — U.S. History, and World History — was in part informed by the
categories used in the national documents. However, more commonly, these standards were
developed by working from the “bottom up,” that is, reviewing the content to draft standards that
best organized the material. Not surprisingly, nearly all standards in the U.S. and World History
sections were built from a chronological perspective.

T

Organization of the Content

The standards and benchmarks that resulted from our synthesis of state standards in history
are provided in the tables that follow. The benchmarks are organized into grade bands that reflect
the source documents from which they were derived. Thus, the knowledge and skills that address
the area of Historical Understanding are identified as K—12 content because the material that
addresses this area was found at all grade levels in the source documents. The standards for K—4
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History, as can be deduced by the label, reflect the content found in state documents for students in
kindergarten through the 4™ grade. The sole standard for State History is designated as grade 4
because all five state curriculum documents analyzed address state history at this grade and, with the
exception of Kansas (which takes the topic up again in grades 2, 8, and 11), do not systematically
address this topic at any other grade than 4" grade. For the areas of U.S. History and World History,
the range is designated as grades 5—12 for two reasons. First, a preliminary analysis made clear that
confining our synthesis of material to content that was common within a narrower range of grades
(such as separate tables for middle school and high school) would have resulted in very little content
being identified as common across the states. Second, it is commonly recognized that the events,
facts, and episodes — the “stuff” of history — do not lend themselves to assignation to a particular
grade. Thus, it appeared that narrower grade bands than the 5—12 presented here would not be useful.

Summary of Standards for History

The following tables provide a listing of content found to be present in at least three of the
five top-rated state documents selected for this study. This content was synthesized to form
benchmarks, which were then organized by standards under the following topic headings:

Table 2: Summary of State Benchmarks on Historical Understanding.

1. Understands and knows how to analyze chronological relationships and
patterns

2. Understands the historical perspective

Table 3: Summary of State Benchmarks on K—4 History.

1. Understands family life now and in the past, and family life in various
places long ago

2. Understands the history of a local community and how communities in
North America varied long

3. Understands how democratic values came to be and how they have been
exemplified by people, events, and symbol

4. Understands major discoveries in science and technology, some of their
social and._economic effects, and the ,rpajor scientists and inventors

responsible for them

Table 4: Summary of State Benchmarks on State History.

1. Understands the people, events, problems, and ideas that were significant
in creating the history of the state
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Table 5: Summary of State Benchmarks on U.S. History.

L.

10.

11.

12.

13.

14.

Understands the characteristics of the societies in the Americas, Western
Europe, and Western Africa and their interactions during the Age of
Exploration

Understands the origins and development of emerging institutions in the
colonies and the impact of slavery on European and African lives in the

Americas

Understands the causes of the American Revolution, its course, and its
impact on politics, the economy, and society

Understands significant changes in the American political system from
1781 to the 1830s

Understands the United States territorial expansion between 1801 and
1861 and how it affected relations with external powers and Native

Americans

Understands the significant technological and social changes in the
antebellum period

Understands the causes, course, and character of the Civil War and
Reconstruction

Understands significant changes in the industrialization and urbanization
of America from the late 19th to the early 20th centuries

Understands federal Indian policy and foreign policy from the Civil War
to World War I

Understands political and social movements of the late 19th and early 20®
centuries

Understands significant social and political changes in the United States
from World War I through the Great Depression

Understands the causes and course of World War II and its legacy

Understands American foreign policy from the inception of the Cold War
and its impact on domestic politics

Understands social issues and domestic policies in the post-World War
II period '
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15.

Understands economic, social, and cultural developments in the
contemporary United States

Table 6: Summary of State Benchmarks on World History.

1.

10.

11.

Understands the development of civilization in Mesopotamia, Egypt, the
Indus Valley, and the Mediterranean to 1000 BCE

Understands cultural developments in the Mediterranean and southwest
Asia from 1000 to 200 BCE

Understands the rise of religious and large-scale empires in the
Mediterranean basin, China, and India from 500 BCE to 300 CE

Understands the Imperial crises and their aftermath in various regions
from 300 to 700 CE

Understands the development of Islamic, European, Japanese, and Meso-
and South American societies from 300 to 1000 CE

Understands significant events and changes in world society from 1000
to1500 CE

Understands significant events and changes from the Age of Exploration
to the Age of the Enlightenment (1450-1750 CE)

Understands political, social, and industrial revolutions from the late 18th
to the early 20th century

Understands the causes and global consequences of World War I and the
Great Depression

Understands the causes and global consequences of World War II and the
post-war world

Understands contemporary issues and events in an interdependent world
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