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Background
At its heart, the social sciences explore the relationship between individuals and 
society, from friends and family to global networks. In a school setting, the disciplines 
of civics, economics, geography, and history are central to our students’ preparation 
for college, career, and civic life.

Through the social sciences, young people develop skills critical to success in college 
and careers, including creativity, critical thinking, working in diverse groups to solve 
complex problems, global awareness, and financial literacy. Most importantly, they 
will emerge with the knowledge, skills, attitudes, and behaviors necessary to be 
informed and effective citizens. The task force was constantly challenged with the 
need for Illinois students to not just acquire and produce knowledge but also to live
a life of action—to engage in the workings of our democracy.

The Illinois Learning Standards for Social Science are designed to ensure that 
students across Illinois focus on a common set of standards that promote the 
development of the knowledge and skills necessary for success in college, career, 
and civic life in the 21st century. The vision supporting this design is to produce 
Illinois graduates who are civically engaged, socially responsible, culturally aware, 
and financially literate. Teachers can facilitate this process by giving students 
opportunities to work collaboratively as well as individually.

In Illinois, the curriculum is determined locally. School districts offer different 
social science courses for their students. The proposed standards cultivate civic 
mindedness, historical thinking, economic decision making, geographic reasoning, 
and psychological and sociological intellect across all disciplines and grade levels. 
Embedded within a variety of social science courses, the following standards do not 
necessarily require stand-alone courses but do reflect state mandated content.

The Social Science Standards consist of both inquiry standards and disciplinary 
standards. In implementing the Social Science Standards, the inquiry standards 
should be used simultaneously with the individual disciplinary standards to ensure 
both students’ comprehension and application of the knowledge and skills acquired.

In addition to the Social Science 
Standards, there are State-mandated 
units of study that may apply to Social 
Science coursework or curriculum. These 
mandates can be found in the School 
Code and are summarized here:
Illinois Mandated Units of Study
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https://socialstudies.education.illinois.edu/docs/socialstudiesnetworklibraries/default-document-library/2_inclusive-mandates_10-16-23-(1)-(2)-(1).pdf?sfvrsn=b7f2df3b_3


Introduction
In 2019, the Illinois State Board of Education (ISBE) began the process to revise 
the Social Science Standards. The revised Illinois Learning Standards for Social 
Science were officially adopted for implementation during the 2022-2023 school 
year. The inquiry-based and disciplinary skills within the standards, alongside the 
Illinois Inclusive American History Mandates have the potential to create culturally 
sustaining and justice-centered teaching and learning experiences in K-12 Social 
Science classrooms in Illinois. Like the C3 framework, the revised Illinois Learning 
Standards for Social Science are driven by the four core areas of inquiry-based 
learning that seek to create learning situations for K-12 students across the state 
of Illinois to take ownership of their learning. The Illinois Learning Standards for 
Social Science also draw explicit attention to the need for teachers and students 
to recognize, articulate, and analyze how perspective and systems of power 
influence and impact inequities and social transformation. 

The Illinois Learning Standards for Social Science Inquiry 
Skills (which complement the Illinois Learning Standards for 
Social Science Disciplinary Skills) are composed of four core 
areas:
1. recognizing perspective and articulating identities, 
2. developing questions and planning inquiries, 
3. evaluating sources and using evidence, and 
4. communicating conclusions and taking informed actions.
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Features of the Illinois Learning Standards for Social Science
Grade-Level Structure
The Illinois Learning Standards for Social Science reflect a dramatic shift from 
the C3 Framework and the work of other states. The task force felt strongly 
that grade span standards at the elementary level resulted in curricula and 
instructional confusion. It was therefore decided to structure the standards 
accordingly: Grade-specific standards were written for kindergarten, first 
grade, second grade, third grade, fourth grade, and fifth grade. In contrast, 
standards were written for the grade spans of Grades 6–8 and 9–12.

Elementary Themes
In the last 20 years, the curricular demands on elementary teachers have 
shifted to a focus on mathematics and English language arts. The task force 
recognized that thematic lessons often drive many curricular decisions. 
Authentically trying to find a place for the social sciences in a busy school 
day has resulted, at best, in “covering” content—at worst, in students not 
being taught social studies content at all. Neither of  these outcomes works 
toward the achievement of the levels of citizenship development necessary 
to sustain and build a healthy  democracy. Thus, the task force decided to 
develop standards on themes and aligned them to the disciplinary concepts.  

Middle School (Grade 6–8) Complexity Levels
The middle school standards are banded by levels of complexity rather 
than grade levels. Because most social science classrooms are comprised 
of a wide array of ability levels and challenges, a complexity continuum 
was developed to meet the varying cognitive needs of adolescents and to 
address the range of difficulty of the standards.

Many of the skills addressed in the standards build on one another. 
Depending on readiness levels and depth of understanding of the 
disciplinary concepts, students may move through the complexity levels 
that are appropriate for their strengths. This process allows teachers to 
differentiate content based on academic and developmental needs. 
Students continue to build and practice skills and disciplinary concepts as 
they progress through the grade levels. Progression and utilization can be 
enhanced using the curricular content as the avenue of implementation. 
Ideally, by the end of eighth grade, students should have practiced 
and experienced the less, moderate, and more complex standards in 
preparation for high school.

It is important to start with the less complex standards and move to the right 
toward more complex standards (see Table 2). By reading the standards 
from left to right, you will see the progression of concepts and skills needed 
to meet the goal of each particular strand. As the classroom teacher, you can 
determine which level within the continuum is the most appropriate for your 
students’ academic and cognitive abilities. If students are demonstrating 
competency of a particular skill or concept, you can then challenge them 
with the next level in the continuum.• Kindergarten: My Social World

• First Grade: Living, Learning, and Working Together
• Second Grade: Families, Neighborhoods, and Communities
• Third Grade: Communities Near and Far
• Fourth Grade: Our State, Our Nation
• Fifth Grade: Our Nation, Our World SS.CV.1.6-8LC. Identify 

different types of citizenship 
and immigration statuses of 
individuals in the United States 
and the different rights and roles 
(e.g., voters, jurors, taxpayers, 
military, protesters, and office 
holders) based on citizenship or 
immigration status.

SS.CV.1.6-8.MdC. 
Describe and analyze the 
roles of political, civil, and 
economic organizations 
from a national to local 
scale in impacting 
multiple individuals and 
communities.

SS.CV.1.6-8.MC. 
Evaluate the powers 
and responsibilities of 
individuals, political parties, 
interest groups, and the 
media; how these have 
changed over time and 
the impacts on multiple 
communities.

LESS COMPLEX (LC) MODERATELY COMPLEX (MDC) MORE COMPLEX (MC)

Grade 6 - 8
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High School
The high school standards provide overarching themes of what students 
should know and be able to do at the conclusion of the required high 
school social science courses. The standards are not meant to outline daily 
curriculum but to provide the destinations at which students should arrive 
at the conclusion of the high school social science requirements. These 
standards don’t prescribe how to get the students to this destination — that 
is determined by an individual school’s curriculum.

High school standards were organized around the typical course structures: 
history, civics, geography, and economics with supplementary course 
standards in psychology, sociology, and anthropology. The number of 
standards were reduced and cross-curricular integration of the four core 
disciplines, when appropriate, was a focal point. These courses provide 
students with unique approaches to understand themselves and others, 
both similar and different and provide opportunities to synthesize all of the 
skills they develop in the social sciences and high school. Young people 
need strong tools for, and methods of, clear and disciplined thinking in 
order to successfully navigate the worlds of college, career, and civic life. 
With a study in these subjects, students will be much more prepared for the 
challenges of their adult lives.

The Illinois High School Learning Standards for Social Science are designed 
to build on the knowledge, skills, and dispositions that elementary and 
middle schools have nurtured to prepare students for college, career, and 
civic life which involves questioning, investigating, reasoning, and acting 
responsibly based on new information.
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How to Read the Standards



7

Due to the changes made in the revised Illinois Learning Standards for 
Social Science, it was determined that a common, overarching vocabulary 
was needed. Terms that have many meanings were more narrowly 
defined for the benefit of these standards.

Common K-12 Definitions 

Common Vocabulary

Inquiry:
An ongoing cycle of learning to use knowledge at 
increasingly complex levels as a way to integrate 
content. Through the inquiry process, students 
(individually and or collaboratively) identify 
issues, pose questions, investigate answers, pose 
more questions, weigh the evidence, come to 
conclusions, and take action on their learning.

Inquiry Skills:
Skills and dispositions that students need to 
meet the challenges of college, career, and civic 
life in the 21st century. Inquiry skills are used by 
students while applying disciplinary concepts 
to construct essential and supporting questions 
and determine helpful sources to conduct 
investigations and take informed action.

Essential Questions:
Open-ended questions that focus on a big 
idea. These questions are enduring and 
centered on unresolved issues.

Supporting Questions:
These questions can be answered through 
descriptions, definitions, and processes on 
which there is general agreement. These 
questions help formulate an answer to the 
essential question.

Disciplinary Concepts:
Ideas, principles, and content at the heart 
of understanding the social sciences.
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Structured Inquiry Controlled Inquiry Guided Inquiry Free Inquiry

Recognizing perspectives 
and articulating differences

Teacher engages in reflection of 
how their own biases influence their 
practice.

Teacher analyzes curriculum for 
inclusion of multiple perspectives, 
and for opportunities for students to 
analyze systems of power.

Teacher and students engage in 
reflection of perspectives, power, 
inequity, and justice.

Teacher and students engage in 
reflection related to their biases. 
Teacher scaffolds/models this 
experience for students.

Teacher and students analyze 
curriculum for inclusion of multiple 
perspectives, and for opportunities for 
students to analyze systems of power.

Teacher supports students in reflection 
of perspectives, power, inequity, and 
justice.

Teacher and students engage in 
reflection related to their biases. 
Teacher scaffolds/models this 
experience for students.

Teacher and students analyze 
curriculum for inclusion of multiple 
perspectives, and for opportunities for 
students to analyze systems of power.

Teacher supports students in reflection 
of perspectives, power, inequity, and 
justice.

Students engage in reflection related 
to their biases.

Developing questions and 
planning inquiries

Teacher provides inquiry question and 
guides students through inquiry.

Teacher gathers and vets resources for 
investigation.

Teacher provides menu of inquiry 
questions for students to choose from.

Teacher provides 2-3 resources for 
each essential question.

Teacher provides 1 or more inquiry 
questions.

Students, with teacher support, gather 
and vet resources for investigation.

Students create inquiry questions. 
Teacher is resource/partner/ supporter.

Students gather and vet resources for 
investigation. Teacher is a resource/
partner.

Evaluating sources and 
using evidence

Teacher models evaluation of sources, 
and students reproduce analytical 
methods.

Teacher models claim development 
and provides examples for students. 
Students reproduce methods shared.

Teacher models evaluation of sources, 
and students reproduce analytical 
methods.

Teacher models claim development 
and provides examples for students. 
Students reproduce methods shared.

Students, with support of teacher, 
develop and enact evaluative methods.

Students, with support of teacher, 
develop claims using analyses of 
evidence.

Students develop and enact evaluative 
methods.

Students develop claims using analyses 
of evidence.

Communicating conclusions 
and taking informed action

Teacher chooses student action and/or 
performance task.

Teacher chooses student action and/or 
performance task.

Students choose common action and/
or performance task.

Students choose actions and/or 
performance tasks (can be unique).

Table 1: Teachers Role Across Stages of Inquiry

GOAL

Types of Inquiry

Preparing students for inquiry is a process. While the Illinois Learning Standards for Social Science call for student-driven 
inquiry in all grades (K-12), teachers can, and do, play a role in the facilitation of students’ questions, relevant data collection, 
emergent analyses, and transformative actions. Table 1 details the teachers’ role across several scaffolded stages of inquiry. 

As you move from left to right, you will notice that students are taking on more responsibility and agency in the inquiry 
process. Each type of inquiry (structured, controlled, guided, and free) is determined by the role(s) of the teacher and 
students. Use this table to consider and plan for the facilitation of inquiry-based learning.
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Inquiry skills are methods and dispositions that students need to develop in order 
to be equipped to meet the challenges of college, career, and civic life. Inquiry 
skills are used by students to construct essential and supporting questions; 
determine helpful sources to conduct inquiry; and take informed action while 
applying disciplinary concepts. These skills should be applied while teaching and 
learning the disciplinary concepts for a deeper understanding that allows students 
to take ownership of their learning.

The inquiry standards include the following areas:

Recognize Perspectives and Articulate Identities
• Recognize one’s own perspectives in relation to the perspectives of others
• Articulate the construction and meaning of individual and collective identities
• Articulate unity and variation across human societies
• Evaluate the Role of Power and Systems
• Analyze power, inequality, and the impact of systems on reinforcing power  

and inequality
• Analyze social systems, social structures, and social institutions, and their 

impact on social change

Developing Questions and Planning Inquiries
• Constructing Essential Questions
• Constructing Supporting Questions
• Determining Helpful Sources

Evaluating Sources and Using Evidence
• Gathering and Evaluating Sources
• Developing Claims and Using Evidence

Communicating Conclusions and Taking Informed Action
• Communicating Conclusions
• Critiquing Conclusions
• Taking Informed Action
 

K-12 Inquiry Skills

Inquiry and Application

Inquiry skills emphasize the importance of inquiry and action (thinking 
and doing) in all of the social science courses. Inquiry skills are 
important for all learners to apply to their grade-level standards. These 
skills have been grade-banded for students at kindergarten through 
second grade, third through fifth grades, sixth through eighth grades, 
and ninth through twelfth grades.

Working individually and collaboratively, and using 
nonfiction and fiction, students will engage in 
inquiry within the disciplines about important public 
issues, trends, and events in social studies that are 
relevant to students’ lives. These skills should be 
applied while teaching and learning the disciplinary 
concepts for a deeper understanding that allows 
students to take ownership of their learning. 

‘‘

‘‘
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Disciplinary concepts emphasize the way each discipline 
provides foundational knowledge and skills essential to inquiry 
and action. Specific content at each grade level should be 
determined locally and reflect the state mandates. Inquiry skills 
should be applied while learning disciplinary concepts to allow 
students to create deeper understanding of content.

The disciplinary concepts are divided into the four core 
disciplines of social science and include the following areas:

Civics
• Civic and Political Institutions
• Participation and Deliberation: Applying Civic Virtues  

and Democratic Principles
• Processes, Rules, and Laws

Geography
• Geographic Representations: Spatial Views of the World
• Human-Environment Interaction: Place, Regions, and Culture
• Human Population: Spatial Patterns and Movements
• Global Interconnections: Changing Spatial Patterns

Economics and Financial Literacy
• Economic Decision Making
• Exchange and Markets
• The National and Global Economy

History
• Change, Continuity, and Context
• Perspectives
• Historical Sources and Evidence
• Causation and Argumentation
 

K-12 Disciplinary Concepts
Grade 5 Disciplinary Concepts
The Elementary Social Science Learning Standards 
build on the ever-expanding social awareness of 
students at each grade level through themes that 
enable teachers to use an interdisciplinary approach 
and compare the student’s own social world with 
that of others past and present, near and far.
Students at the elementary level vary greatly in their 
cognitive abilities from one grade level to the next. 
Therefore, the disciplinary concept standards are 
specific to each individual grade level. This allows 
students to cultivate their knowledge, problem-
solving abilities, and critical thinking skills to engage 
in the inquiry process at that specific level.
Students will apply these skills to civics, history, 
economics, and geography at each grade level.

The disciplinary concepts are divided among the 
major disciplines of social science: civics, history, 
economics, and geography. These standards 
should be taught in conjunction with the inquiry 
skills. Because these standards are grade specific, 
teachers should focus on standards at their grade 
level. The theme for that grade level should be used 
as a framework when addressing standards and 
making comparisons to others in the past, present, 
and around the world. These standards are not 
content specific, allowing districts to determine the 
precise historical events and periods of time that 
should be studied at certain grade levels. It also 
will be important for districts to ensure the state 
mandates are taught.

Grade 6-8 Disciplinary Concepts
The middle grades provide a bridge between the 
elementary and high school experiences. Reflecting 
the unique nature of adolescents and the schools 

in which they learn, the structure of the middle 
grade social science standards is unique. Unlike 
the elementary and high school standards, the 
middle grade standards do not assign particular 
content to each grade level. Rather, these standards 
focus on the developmental need of middle grade 
students: to cultivate the critical thinking skills used 
by social scientists through the inquiry process. 
The disciplinary concepts of civics, economics, 
geography, and history should be integrated within 
the content taught at each grade level.
 
Grade 9-12 Disciplinary Concepts
The high school standards provide overarching 
themes of what students should know and be able 
to do at the conclusion of the required high school 
social science courses. The standards provide a 
baseline, not a ceiling, for what all students should 
know and be able to do at the conclusion of a high 
school social science course. The standards are not 
a curriculum. The curriculum is determined locally in 
Illinois. School districts offer different social science 
courses for their students. The standards presented 
here do not necessarily require stand-alone courses 
and were written so that they can be embedded 
within a variety of courses. These standards cultivate 
civic mindedness, historical thinking, economic 
decision making, and geographic reasoning across 
all disciplines and grade levels.

Young people need strong tools for, and methods 
of, clear and disciplined thinking in order to 
successfully navigate the worlds of college, career, 
and civic life. By studying these subjects, working 
individually and together, students will be much 
more prepared for the challenges of their adult lives.
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