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LITTLE ROCK - Arkansas history will regain its place next year as a subject taught in seventh and eighth grades.
The state Board of Education approved a curriculum plan for the 2008-2009 school year that gives public schools time for instruction of Arkansas history in grades seven and eight. The new plan will reverse a controversial rule that took effect this year, and that provoked opposition from historians.
Since the legislature passed Act 787 in 1997, schools have been required to teach Arkansas history in elementary schools as part of the social studies curriculum. It must be taught in each grade level in elementary school. Also, a full semester of Arkansas history must be offered in upper levels. 

Although it can be taught in any year from seventh to twelfth grade, schools have traditionally taught it in either seventh or eighth grade. Teachers at those levels have become familiar with the subject, and textbooks are available that are suitable for seventh and eighth grade students.
Earlier this year a committee of educators appointed by the state Education Department conducted a review of curriculum. Reviews are usually commonplace, and their goal is to eliminate duplications and streamline the teaching of required subjects.

This year, however, the committee generated a heated controversy because it made changes that relegated the teaching of Arkansas history to what appeared to be a low priority. The committee recommended Arkansas history be folded into the general social studies program in elementary schools. 
It also recommended world history to be taught in grades seven and eight. That raised concern that schools would not be able to also offer Arkansas history in those grades, as well as concern that higher level students would not take Arkansas history if they had already completed their social studies requirements. The changes recommended by the committee were put in place for the current school year.

A group of historians was dismayed that the changes could result in Arkansas history being ignored or de-emphasized. They met with the governor and with educators to ask that Arkansas history keep its place in the curricula, but it was too late to stop the changes from taking effect this year. So the historians worked with educators on academic frameworks for next year, which the Board of Education approved last week.
Arkansas history is an integral part of American and world history. Hernando de Soto's exploration of Arkansas was important in the Spanish conquest of the Americas. The official survey of the Louisiana Purchase began in Arkansas. 
Most branches of the Trail of Tears passed through Arkansas. Fort Smith was for decades the major supplier for military bases across the frontier and the court of justice for Indian territories.
The 20th century was influenced by Arkansans like Douglas MacArthur,  J. William Fulbright, Orval Faubus, Sam Walton and Bill Clinton. Therefore, when students learn about the people and events in Arkansas history, they also receive a solid background in United States and world history.

Arkansas has also produced entertainers and artists who contributed to cultural expressions such as painting, poetry, literature, motion pictures, television and many categories of music.

