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An evolution in social studies instruction is underway in New York state. It is an exciting time for 
our students and for our teachers. A great deal can be learned from reflecting on the changes to 
social studies standards, curriculum, assessment and – ultimately – instruction. 

This paper provides an overview of the implementation of the new social studies framework to 
date and proposes suggestions for future work. Mapping this process for social studies aims both 
to ensure the changes to social studies instruction are implemented meaningfully and effectively 
and to develop a strategic template for the implementation of similar changes to other curriculum 
areas in the future. 

Introduction
In 2014, the Staff/Curriculum Development Network of New York State (S/CDN) published a whitepaper, Now 
What? Life in New York After Race To The Top. The document described the work that S/CDN was doing in 
parallel with the State Education Department (SED) to ensure successful implementation of initiatives within 
the four focal areas of the Regent’s Reform Agenda:

• Standards
• Data

 
While SED provided support, guidance and training in these key areas, most of the state’s efforts focused on 
the Common Core modules. To ensure consistent support for all aspects of the Regents Reform Agenda,  
S/CDN has provided leadership, guidance, training and data support in the following areas:

• Effective Practices in Teacher Evaluation (March 2013)
• Effective Practices in Principal Evaluation (June 2013)
• Special Populations and the Common Core 

(September 2013)
• Trends in Assessment (December 2013)
• Data-Driven Instruction (March 2014 and June 2015)
• Technology and the Common Core (June 2014)

 
S/CDN will continue to provide districts with necessary support to guide the meaningful implementation of 
statewide initiatives. At this time, S/CDN is devoting significant energy to implementation of the NYS Social 
Studies Framework. 

This paper addresses the implementation of the revised social studies standards. The purpose is twofold: first, the 
suggestions detailed in the following pages aim to guide the successful transition in social studies; second, the social 
studies process can serve as a case study to inform the improved implementation of future statewide initiatives.

Review of Social Studies Implementation 
Lessons have been learned from the implementation of the Common Core Learning Standards and the 
accompanying assessment changes. Rather than just impose new social studies standards, SED has 
involved New York teachers and leaders in the development process. In fact, New York teachers are currently 
developing and piloting the curricular scaffolds known as “inquiries.” Because of this collaboration and the 
efforts of instructional leaders in the BOCES and Big Cities, the early stages of the roll-out for the social 
studies framework have been more positive.

• Social Studies (September 2014)
• Pathways (December 2014)
• Content-Area Literacy (March 2015)
• APPR and SLO guidance with a focus on 

BOCES educational programs (2012)
• Assessment Liaisons 2.0 (2013-2014)
• Teaching is the Core assessment audits (2014-2015)

• Professional practice
• Culture (S/CDN substituted this in place of turnaround strategies for the lowest performers) 
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The chart below summarizes social studies implementation, offers reflection on the rollout, and lists 
suggestions for improving the implementation of similar initiatives in the future, such as changes in science 
and the arts. 

Date Actions Taken Suggestions for Future Implementation
September 2013 CCSSO released the C3 Framework. Approximately 20 

states were involved (NY was not one of them).
Announcement of framework should be communicated to practitioners in the field with discussion 
about what it might mean for New York state. 
There should be an established mechanism for keeping the field current about significant 
developments in all disciplines. 
Possible avenues of communication include weekly calls some departments in SED have and the 
reinstatement of the former committee structure in NYS, which was carefully crafted to provide 
lives of communication. 

Unknown Discussion about revisions to NY’s social studies 
standards was considered and initiated.

Advance notice about impending changes should be announced to key stakeholder groups, 
including S/CDN so that preparation could be made in the field.

September-
October 2013

The draft New York State K-8 Social Studies 
Framework was posted for public review and 
comment.  
A survey was conducted during September and early 
October and results were reviewed by the Social 
Studies Content Advisory Panel in October.

Context for changing standards should be communicated in several different venues and to 
different audiences. 
One of the biggest lessons learned from the CCLS rollout was the importance of setting the stage 
for change with an emphasis on why. This cannot be overstated.

March-April 2014 The social studies framework was submitted to the 
Board of Regents for discussion at the March, 2014 
meeting and posted for further comments. 
With some additional revisions, the New York State 
K-12 Framework was adopted by the Board of 
Regents at the April, 2014 meeting.

Coordination should occur between S/CDN and other professional organizations before the 
announcement of a new framework. 
SED and other leaders should collaborate to explain document and its background.

September 2014 S/CDN identified social studies as a potential timely 
topic and reached out to stakeholders and leaders to 
the September S/CDN meeting to discuss.
Commissioner, S.G. Grant & Team, Greg Ahlquist, 
Patricia Polan, and others participated.

SED should reach out to S/CDN to actively coordinate. 
S/CDN meetings are often planned to information about and an in-depth exploration of timely 
topics. S/CDN identifies these topics on its own, but the identification of timely discussion areas 
from SED leadership would ensure that nothing is missed.

October 2014 Following the S/CDN meeting, instructional leaders 
from S/CDN representing the BOCES and Big Cities 
communicated information about social studies 
changes to superintendents, ASIs, and principals.

This collaboration should be sustained. 
Instructional leaders from the BOCES meet with district leadership frequently and regularly, 
providing an efficient and effective method of communication. 

October 2014 Social studies leadership networks were formed in the 
BOCES/Big Cities.

These networks have been established in almost every BOCES and Big City. The networks will be 
an important conduit for information and best practice within a region.
Similar networks should be developed to support future initiatives.

November 2014 Field Guide released As a result of the late release, the information contained in the Field Guide was partially obsolete. 
For example, units were referred to, rather than “inquiries.” 
In the future there should be coordination between S/CDN and professional organizations about 
the release and accurate information about the publication date should be communicated. 
SED and other leaders should explain the document and its background. 

February 2015; 
follow-up 
meetings TBD

The BOCES Network Team Leaders convened a group 
of social studies teachers, instructional specialists and 
School Library System coordinators to share best 
practices and develop resources.

This group will reconvene periodically.
Similar groups should be established to support future changes through professional 
collaboration. 

Beginning 
March 2015 and 
continuing at 
subsequent S/
CDN meetings

Updates from social studies leadership (SG Grant and 
SED) will be provided at S/CDN meetings. 
Also, regions/JMTs/cities will share socials studies 
actions at S/CDN and Network Team Leaders 
meetings.

This ongoing communication is important for the cross-pollination of ideas and efficient sharing of 
plans. 
It will be sustained for social studies and should be conducted throughout future initiatives. 

Summer 2015 Curriculum Writing begins, starting with the middle-level 
in most regions.

Mechanisms for sharing this work should be developed.

Late August 2015 Toolkit with Inquiries to be released. Given the significant amount of curriculum work planned for the summer, in most cases beginning 
with the middle-level, the inquiries for grades 5-8 should be released by the end of the school year.

School year  
2014-2015

The focus should expand beyond curriculum to include instruction and assessment.

Summer 2016 Curriculum writing continues, expands to Global 9 & 10
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Examples from the Field
This list illustrates some of the work that is occurring in BOCES and cities throughout New York. In some 
cases, multiple BOCES are working together or working as a JMT.

• Social Studies Teachers Leadership Networks 
formed

• Monthly calls with S.G. Grant
• Patricia Polan appearing in many regions
• S.G. Grant traveling to different regions
• John Lee presentations
• Sharing examples or resources
• Jay McTighe and others in region
• Gathering reps from BOCES centrally to share and 

develop materials

Lessons Learned: Communication
The primary lesson learned from the social studies implementation to date is the critical role of transparent and 
effective communication. 

S/CDN noticed, independent of any direct notice from SED, that social studies was entering into the queue of 
reform. Social studies was then identified as a focus of the S/CDN September. S/CDN used their networks to 
identify the key players and invite them to meetings to discuss the upcoming changes. With this information, 
each BOCES developed plans to communicate a consistent and accurate message and prepare the field for 
the reform.

Much of the social studies work that is underway in New York wouldn’t be occurring if S/CDN hadn’t taken the 
initiative. One must consider how much better this transition would have been if there had been coordinated 
communication with SED leadership from the outset.

Prior to the launch of any major initiative, there must be a process to inform S/CDN and other stakeholders 
of upcoming changes, and the rationale for the changes should be clearly communicated in different venues 
from top leadership.

A monthly communication about social studies should be sent to the field—not unlike a topical News & Notes. 
The monthly “blast” could include:

• Information about the progress of the standards 
and supporting inquiries, including a tentative 
timeline that could be amended as delays occur

• Helpful resources, such as websites and cultural 
institutions

 
Similar communications would benefit the implementation of any major reform initiatives, such as science and 
the arts.  

• Regional curriculum work beginning in summer 
2015, development of units based on inquiries, 
staged based on assessment implementation 
timetable

• Regional curriculum maps
• Attention to inquiry: definitions, training, 

resource identification
• Analysis of AP exams to look for future 

assessment structure
• Seeking grant funding to support curriculum 

work

• Links to professional associations
• Guest contributions from national and state 

leaders in the social studies field
• Links to professional literature
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Lessons Learned: Leadership and Support 
The Staff/Curriculum Development Network of New York State is a unique organization in the state. S/CDN 
is a neutral representative of school districts statewide, with no professional interest to advance or defend. 
The organization functions as an extension of the District Superintendents to provide equitable and consistent 
support to help districts facilitate learning changes that help their students. 

S/CDN has demonstrated the capacity and experience necessary to provide supportive leadership for 
education reform. Ongoing and future reform efforts will be strengthened by improved communication and 
collaboration between SED, S/CDN and practitioners in the field. 

We must commit to cooperation to effectively realize successful reforms that result in increased student 
achievement and better prepare the students of New York for their future.

Lessons Learned: Priorities
In anticipation of the conclusion of the Race to the Top, S/CDN made five recommendations to improve the 
communication about and implementation of the Reform Agenda. 

1 The driving goal of College, Career, and Citizenship Readiness must be broadened beyond the myopic 
definition presently employed. The business community has repeatedly communicated what it desires 

of our graduates. The characteristics and qualities detailed in the SCANS Report (and incorporated into 
NYS CDOS Standard 3a) continue to be what businesses say they want in employees. It is time to look 
beyond a definition based on college remediation. We should let the 4Cs (Communication, Collaboration, 
Critical Thinking, and Creative Problem Solving) drive our vision for College, Career, and Citizenship 
Readiness. Districts were already beginning to shift their focus to the future before the RTTT came along. 
In many places, the Regents Reform Agenda goals narrowed the definition of Readiness. Some districts 
and BOCES, despite limited resources, have continued their longer-ranged focus. It is time that New York’s 
leadership looks to the future, too. 

2 At the very least, funding for professional development and Common Core implementation have to 
be maintained at their present levels for a sustained period of time. SED should work with the state 

and federal legislative and executive leadership to ensure a sustained funding stream that does not employ 
competitive awards. The fundamental premise that competition promotes innovation is flawed and only 
exacerbates inequitable and uneven implementation. Sustained funding and clear expectations provide a 
better path to consistent and pervasive implementation.

3 The emphasis on instructional technology should shift from preparation for computer-based testing to 
an emphasis on the use of technology to help learning and to prepare students for their future in a world 

that regularly uses technology to research, communicate, collaborate and construct meaning. In addition, 
technology access should be equitable throughout the state. Teachers will require professional development 
as the paradigm of instructional technology shifts from being a special event to a way of doing business.

4 The provision of a comprehensive “road map” by the SED would help districts plan for SED 
requirements and expectations and allow districts to better integrate local and state 

initiatives. Understanding that the only constant is change, the road map could be adjusted 
and revised as necessary. The clear expression of expectations, both performance and 
structural, would increase the likelihood of consistent implementation and limit individual 
interpretation and speculation.

5 The focus of data-driven instruction (DDI) should pivot to instruction. Resources and 
attention should be directed to DDI rather than to accountability data and the data 

portal. The public mood is one of intolerance for the present emphasis. A course correction 
toward the original emphasis on common formative interim assessment would be welcomed 
by the community and would have a greater impact on learning. SED and the legislature 
should redirect resources to support professional development in this area. S/CDN and the BOCES are 
prepared to provide the training and support needed in the field.



Planning for Change in New York: An Example of a Roadmap

5NYS Staff/Curriculum Development Network

S/CDN remains committed to these priorities and to successful education reform in New York state. Moving 
forward, S/CDN will continue to provide districts with leadership and support to guide the meaningful 
implementation of initiatives that will increase student achievement and better prepare our students for their future.

As this case study illustrates, positive change in New York education depends, in part, on collaboration 
between SED and S/CDN. Deliberate and sustained communication and coordination is critical to the future of 
education in New York.

Conclusion
Change is difficult in the best of circumstances. Thoughtful planning and continuous communication can be 
the difference between a successful or unsuccessful implementation.  

Due to the efforts of many organizations and educators, the introduction of changes to social studies in 
New York and the implementation of the Framework and accompanying shifts are off to a good start. With 
continued attention and support from S/CDN, the social studies change can be realized successfully and 
future initiatives can be informed and guided by our learning. 


