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Foreword
The	world	is	changing.	It	is	a	very	different	place	than	it	was	twenty	or	even	ten	years

ago.	 It	 is	 much	 more	 globally	 interdependent,	 both	 in	 business	 and	 our	 personal
interactions.	 Multi-national	 companies	 are	 increasing.	 Products	 are	 made	 from	 raw
materials	in	one	country,	assembled	in	another,	and	sold	to	a	third.	Technology	allows	us
to	hear	about	events	taking	place	around	the	world	instantaneously.	Nobel	prizes	now	are
given	 to	 teams	 of	 people	 in	 many	 different	 countries	 working	 together	 on	 problems
looking	 for	 solutions.	 Participating	 in	 this	 global	 culture	 requires	 collaboration	 and
communication.

The	 world	 continues	 to	 change.	 A	 different	 set	 of	 skills	 is	 required	 to	 be	 an	 active
citizen	and	employee	in	today’s	world.	Yet,	our	schools	today	are	largely	the	same	model
that	has	been	in	place	since	the	turn	of	the	century.	They	represent	the	factory	model	of	the
industrial	age.	As	the	United	States	moves	into	the	information	age	a	realization	exists	that
in	the	quest	for	that	one	right	answer	on	a	test,	critical	and	creative	thinking	skills	needed
for	problem	solving	are	not	being	fostered	in	our	students.	Teaching	Social	Studies	Today,
2nd	Edition,	 provides	 teachers	with	models	 of	 how	 to	 build	 these	 higher	 level	 thinking
skills	needed	in	today’s	environment.

As	far	back	as	1916,	John	Dewey	expressed	concerns	about	the	danger	of	creating	a	gap
between	what	 is	 learned	 in	 school	 and	what	 is	 needed	 to	 be	 a	 productive	 citizen	 in	 the
world.	Dewey	wrote	about	the	need	to	prepare	students	for	the	world	in	which	they	will
live.	Given	 the	 rapidly	 changing	world	 that	we	 live	 in	 today,	 an	 urgency	 for	 education
reform	comes	 from	many	arenas.	 In	 this	 age	of	Google,	 the	 teacher	no	 longer	holds	 all
knowledge.	Many	suggested	 reforms	encourage	an	 instructional	 shift	 to	 increase	student
engagement	 and	 promote	 the	 development	 of	what	 are	 commonly	 known	 as	 “the	 5Cs,”
critical	and	creative	thinking,	collaboration,	communication,	and	citizenship.	In	this	book,
Kathleen	 Kopp	 offers	 numerous	 suggestions	 for	 classroom	 teachers	 to	 engage	 their
students	in	these	skills.

The	 National	 Council	 for	 the	 Social	 Studies	 describes	 social	 studies	 as	 “an
interdisciplinary	 exploration	 of	 the	 social	 sciences	 and	 humanities,	 including	 civics,
economics,	 geography,	 and	 history	 in	 order	 to	 develop	 responsible,	 informed	 and
engaged	 citizens	 and	 to	 foster	 civic,	 economic,	 global,	 and	 historical	 literacy”	 (2011,
para.	 2).	 In	 this	 book,	 Kopp	 provides	 suggested	 activities	 that	 support	 this	 shift	 in
instruction.	The	format	of	the	book	supports	many	of	the	reforms	being	encouraged,	such
as	 its	 connections	 to	 literacy,	 student	 engagement,	 and	 multiple	 forms	 of	 assessment.
Readers	are	given	practical	examples	to	engage	students	in	their	learning	and	provide	the
skills	needed	in	today’s	changing	world.

Students	 must	 be	 prepared	 for	 their	 futures,	 not	 our	 pasts.	 Dewey’s	 words	 are	 as
applicable	today	as	they	were	in	1916	when	he	wrote	them.	Dewey	tells	us	to	“Give	the
pupils	something	to	do,	not	something	to	learn;	and	when	the	doing	is	of	such	a	nature	as
to	demand	thinking;	learning	naturally	results.”

—Alice	L.	Reilly,	Ed.D.



Coordinator	K–12	Social	Studies,
Fairfax	County	Public	Schools



Introduction
What	Is	Social	Studies,	and	Why	Is	It	Important?

“I	think	by	far	the	most	important	bill	in	our	whole	code	is	that	for	the	diffusion	of
knowledge	 among	 the	 people.	 No	 other	 sure	 foundation	 can	 be	 devised	 for	 the
preservation	of	freedom,	and	happiness.”

—Thomas	Jefferson	to	George	Wythe,	13	Aug.	1786

This	 quotation	 from	 Thomas	 Jefferson	 encompasses	 the	 true	 value,	 honor,	 and
importance	 of	 education	 and	 having	 an	 educated	 citizenry.	Whether	 it	 is	 a	 kindergarten
teacher	 providing	 the	 knowledge	 to	 follow	 rules,	 a	 fourth	 grade	 teacher	 providing
knowledge	about	a	home	state,	a	middle	school	teacher	providing	knowledge	of	the	world,
or	 a	 high	 school	 teacher	 providing	 knowledge	 for	 how	 to	 be	 active	 participants	 of	 the
world	in	which	we	live,	all	educators	play	a	part	in	diffusing	knowledge	and	creating	that
educated	citizenry	and,	in	turn,	preserving	freedom	and	happiness.	This	is	no	small	task.
Yet,	 the	 opportunity	 to	 provide	 this	 knowledge	 is	made	 easier	with	 the	 content	 area	 of
social	studies	that	stretches	across	grade	levels	and	disciplines.

The	National	Council	for	the	Social	Studies	(NCSS	2013)	defines	social	studies	as	“the
integrated	 study	 of	 the	 social	 sciences	 and	 humanities	 to	 promote	 civic	 competence.”
Social	science	uses	the	scientific	method	to	investigate	facts	and	is	categorized	into	many
branches,	 including	 history,	 civics,	 geography,	 economics,	 anthropology,	 and	 political
science.

According	 to	 the	 Ohio	 Humanities	 Council	 (2015),	 the	 humanities	 are	 defined	 as
follows:

The	humanities	are	the	stories,	the	ideas,	and	the	words	that	help	us	make	sense	of
our	lives	and	our	world,	and	introducing	us	to	people	we	have	never	met,	places	we
have	never	 visited,	 and	 ideas	 that	may	have	never	 crossed	our	minds.	By	 showing
how	others	have	lived	and	thought	about	life,	the	humanities	help	us	decide	what	is
important	in	our	own	lives	and	what	we	can	do	to	make	them	better.	By	connecting
us	with	other	people,	they	point	the	way	to	answers	about	what	is	right	or	wrong,	or
what	 is	 true	 to	 our	 heritage	 and	 our	 history.	 The	 humanities	 help	 us	 address	 the
challenges	we	face	together	in	our	families,	our	communities,	and	as	a	nation.

Understanding	the	definitions	and	examples	of	what	social	studies	is	as	a	content	area,
one	clearly	sees	the	extreme	importance	and	relevance	social	studies	education	has	for	our
students	and	society.	While	no	one	denies	the	importance	of	social	studies	education,	it	is
often	not	made	a	priority	by	districts,	administrators,	and	teachers	due	to	the	emphasis	on
mathematics	 and	 language	 arts.	 While	 the	 significance	 of	 mathematics	 education	 and
language	arts	cannot	be	denied,	teachers	are	missing	opportunities	to	present	information
through	the	critical	lens	that	only	social	studies	can	provide.

With	 this	 resource,	K–12	educators	will	be	able	 to	 refocus	on	social	studies	as	a	core



content	 area;	 provide	 content	 and	 literacy	 in	 the	 same	 lessons;	 establish	 unified,	 grade
level	and	school-wide	visions	for	implementing	social	studies	curriculum;	and	incorporate
the	most	 current	 social	 studies	 framework	 and	 standards,	 including	 the	College,	Career,
and	Civic	Life	C3	Framework	for	Social	Studies	State	Standards	and	today’s	college	and
career	readiness	standards.

Purpose	of	This	Book
The	 purpose	 of	 this	 book	 is	 to	 provide	 K–12	 educators	 with	 the	 necessary	 tools	 to

develop	and	implement	standards-based	social	studies	curriculum	that	will	help	raise	the
level	 of	 social	 studies	 education	 at	 each	 specific	 grade	 level	 and	 incorporate	 all
dimensions	of	the	C3	framework.	Using	the	C3	framework	grade	ranges,	K–2,	3–5,	6–8,
and	 9–12,	 this	 book	 will	 provide	 teachers	 at	 all	 grade	 levels	 with	 the	 necessary
components	to	create	comprehensive	social	studies	units.

This	 resource	 provides	 teachers	 with	 specific	 strategies	 for	 assessing	 and	 building
background	 knowledge.	A	 specific	 focus	 on	 reading	 and	writing	 strategies	 incorporated
into	the	four	C3	dimensions	allows	teachers	to	incorporate	both	content	and	literacy	within
their	 lessons.	Teachers	also	 learn	 to	effectively	use	and	 incorporate	primary	sources	and
other	essential	resources	relevant	to	social	studies	into	their	lessons.	A	step-by-step	guide
to	research,	different	research	methods,	and	specific	research	projects	for	each	grade	range
allows	 students	 to	 take	 ownership	 of	 their	 learning.	 Specific	 hands-on	 strategies	 and
simulations	 are	 provided	 to	 engage	 all	 learners.	 Strategies	 to	 help	 teachers	 integrate
science,	 technology,	engineering,	arts,	and	mathematics	(STEAM)	into	the	social	studies
curriculum	create	a	pathway	for	students	to	achieve	twenty-first	century	skills.	A	variety
of	assessment	 strategies	provide	both	 formative	and	 summative	assessments	 that	 in	 turn
produce	the	data	necessary	to	drive	instruction.



Chapter	1
Creating	the	Social	Studies	Classroom
Social	Studies	in	Today’s	Classrooms
Education	 has	 evolved	 throughout	 the	 history	 of	 the	 United	 States	 and	 continues	 to

evolve	in	the	ever-changing	global	world.	In	the	earliest	of	American	classrooms,	history
was	 typically	 taught	within	 a	 reading	 lesson	 or	 a	 geography	 lesson.	What	 a	 great	 idea!
Cross-curricular	teaching	and	using	content	to	teach	reading	and	literacy	has	been	around
since	the	beginning.

In	 1785,	 Noah	Webster	 was	 one	 of	 the	 first	 educators	 to	 include	 historical	 topics	 in
readers.	These	 readers	were	some	of	 the	 first	ways	 in	which	elementary	school	students
were	 introduced	 and	 exposed	 to	 history	 topics.	 It	 would	 take	 another	 100	 years	 before
history	would	be	given	a	status	as	a	consistent	and	relevant	content	area.

The	 state	 of	Massachusetts	 has	 always	 been	 a	 progressive	 leader	 in	 education,	 from
Horace	Mann,	who	promoted	universal	public	education	and	teacher	training,	to	Harvard,
the	oldest	university	in	America.	In	fact,	in	the	1800s,	Massachusetts	required	some	of	its
larger	secondary	schools	to	study	United	States	and	general	history,	which	eventually	led
to	 the	 creation	 of	 history-focused	 textbooks.	 The	 founding	 of	 the	 American	 Historical
Association	(AHA)	in	1884	allowed	university-trained	historians	to	influence	the	content
that	was	included	in	school	curriculum	(Townsend	2013).	Yet	teaching	history	exclusively
was	not	the	only	answer.	To	understand	the	multifaceted	and	rapidly	evolving	world	of	the
twentieth	 century,	 more	 was	 required.	 This	 need	 led	 directly	 to	 the	 evolution	 from
teaching	 history	 and	 the	 social	 sciences	 to	 a	 more	 encompassing	 social	 studies	 vision.
Social	 studies	 supporters	 argued	 that	 to	 properly	 educate	 American	 citizens	 about	 the
country	 and	 the	 world	 in	 which	 they	 live,	 students	 would	 need	 to	 first	 study	 social
sciences	to	understand	their	ever-changing	societies.

What	 followed	was	 the	development	of	modern	 social	 studies	 curricula.	This	marked
the	time	when	civics	replaced	government	as	a	more	practical	course	and	geography	was
infused	 into	 all	 courses	with	 a	 special	 emphasis	 on	physical	 geography.	Economics	had
long	had	a	solid	foothold	in	the	curriculum,	and	sociology	was	added	by	the	early	1910s.

In	 the	 early	 twentieth	 century,	 advocates	 of	 social	 studies	 supported	 a	 vision	 set	 by
James	Harvey	Robinson—that	to	properly	understand	the	present,	one	must	first	study	the
past.	 These	 advocates	 urged	 that	 schools	 adopt	 social	 studies	 curriculum	 encouraging
students	 to	 examine	 their	 surrounding	world	 politically,	 economically,	 and	 socially.	The
belief	 behind	 this	 was	 that	 studying	 contemporary	 social	 issues	 would	 help	 students
“contribute	to	the	improvement	of	society”	(Townsend	2013).

To	 further	 the	 cause	 of	 social	 studies	 and	 continue	 its	 growth	 and	 evolution	 in	 the
classroom,	the	AHA	helped	establish	the	National	Council	for	the	Social	Studies	in	1921.
The	NCSS	 favored	 the	 term	“the	 social	 studies	 because	 it	 meant	 a	 broader	 and	 richer
definition	 of	 the	 field,	 which	 would	 include	 greater	 attention	 to	 the	 social	 sciences”



(Townsend	2013).

The	NCSS	is	now	the	largest	social-studies-devoted	association,	with	members	in	all	50
states	 and	 representation	 in	 69	 countries	 around	 the	 world.	 In	 2010,	 NCSS	 published
National	Curriculum	Standards	for	Social	Studies:	A	Framework	for	Teaching,	Learning,
and	 Assessment.	 These	 standards	 are	 structured	 around	 the	 10	 themes	 of	 social	 studies
(Figure	 1.1).	 Compared	 to	 the	 1994	 standards,	 these	 are	 more	 focused	 on	 purposes;
questions	for	exploration;	knowledge	(what	learners	need	to	understand);	processes	(what
learners	 will	 be	 capable	 of	 doing);	 and	 products	 (how	 learners	 demonstrate
understanding).

Figure	1.1—Ten	Themes	of	Social	Studies

The	NCSS	 framework	 consists	 of	 10	 themes	 that	 incorporate	 fields	 of	 study	 that	 correspond	with	 one	 or	more
relevant	disciplines.	These	disciplines	include	the	study	of	the	following:

• Culture

• Time,	Continuity,	and	Change

• People,	Places,	and	Environments

• Individual	Development	and	Identity

• Individuals,	Groups,	and	Institutions

• Power,	Authority,	and	Governance

• Production,	Distribution,	and	Consumption

• Science,	Technology,	and	Society

• Global	Connections

• Civic	Ideals	and	Practices
Source:	National	Council	for	the	Social	Studies

C3	Framework
In	 2013,	 NCSS	 published	 the	 College,	 Career,	 and	 Civic	 Life	 (C3)	 Framework	 for

Social	 Studies	 State	 Standards:	 Guidance	 for	 Enhancing	 the	 Rigor	 of	 K–12	 Civics,
Economics,	 Geography,	 and	 History.	 The	 C3	 Framework	 was	 developed	 to	 serve	 two
audiences.	 The	 first	 audience	 is	 the	 state	 education	 departments.	 The	 framework	 is
designed	to	help	states	upgrade	their	state	social	studies	standards	while	not	standardizing
the	 content,	 which	 should	 be	 based	 on	 specific	 locations.	 It	 was	 also	 designed	 with
practitioners—local	 school	 districts,	 schools,	 teachers	 and	 curriculum	writers—in	mind.
The	 intent	 is	 for	 the	 document	 to	 help	 teachers	 strengthen	 their	 own	 social	 studies
programs.	 Its	 objectives	 are	 to	 enhance	 the	 rigor	 of	 the	 social	 studies	 disciplines;	 build
students’	 critical	 thinking,	 problem	 solving,	 and	 participatory	 skills	 to	 become	 engaged
citizens;	 and	align	academic	programs	 to	 today’s	 college	 and	career	 readiness	 standards
for	English	language	arts	and	literacy	in	social	studies.

What	Are	the	Guiding	Principles?
According	to	the	NCSS	website,	there	are	five	shared	principles	that	are	central	to	the

C3	Framework.

1. Social	studies	prepares	the	nation’s	young	people	for	college,	careers,	and	civic	life.



2. Inquiry	is	at	the	heart	of	social	studies.

3. Social	studies	involves	interdisciplinary	applications	and	welcomes	integration	of	the
arts	and	humanities.

4. Social	studies	is	composed	of	deep	and	enduring	understandings,	concepts,	and	skills
from	the	disciplines.	Social	studies	emphasizes	skills	and	practices	as	preparation	for
democratic	decision	making.

5. Social	studies	education	should	have	direct	and	explicit	connections	to	today’s	college
and	career	readiness	standards	in	English	language	arts.

What	Are	the	Instructional	Shifts?
The	 C3	 Framework	 focuses	 on	 not	 only	 gaining	 knowledge	 but	 in	 applying	 that

knowledge	in	ways	that	will	help	to	prepare	students	for	college,	career,	and	civic	life.	It
intentionally	 envisions	 social	 studies	 instruction	 as	 an	 inquiry	 arc	 of	 interlocking	 and
mutually	reinforcing	elements.	The	Four	Dimensions	highlighted	in	Figure	1.2	center	on
the	 use	 of	 questions	 to	 spark	 curiosity,	 guide	 instruction,	 deepen	 investigations,	 acquire
rigorous	content,	and	apply	knowledge	and	ideas	in	real	world	settings	to	become	active
and	engaged	citizens	in	the	twenty-first	century	(NCSS	2013).

Figure	1.2—C3	Framework	Organization

Source:	National	Council	for	the	Social	Studies

Connections	to	Today’s	Standards
The	C3	Framework	changes	the	conversation	about	literacy	instruction	in	social	studies

by	 creating	 a	 context	 that	 is	 meaningful	 and	 purposeful.	 The	 goal	 of	 literacy	 in	 social
studies	 is	 to	develop	students’	curiosity	about	people	and	 the	world	around	 them	and	 to
promote	 effective	 citizenry	 in	 a	 culturally	 diverse	world.	 Studying	 relationships	 among
people	and	the	environment	helps	students	make	better	sense	of	the	world	in	which	they
live.	Another	important	goal	of	literacy	in	social	studies	is	to	introduce	students	to	the	idea
of	 looking	 at	 the	world	 and	 current	 issues	 through	 specific	 lenses:	 historical,	 economic,
civic,	and	geographical.	These	are	necessary	and	vital	skills	needed	for	college,	career,	and
civic	life.	With	that	in	mind,	each	of	the	four	dimensions	is	strategically	aligned	to	today’s
college	and	career	readiness	standards.



Why	Do	Teachers	Need	the	Framework?
There	are	a	number	of	motivating	factors	that	inspired	this	work:

• Marginalization	of	the	Social	Studies—Time,	resources,	and	support	for	the	social
studies	took	a	significant	impact	from	the	loss	of	and	narrowing	of	instructional	time
in	response	to	multiple-choice,	high-stakes	testing.	With	the	introduction	of	the	more
rigorous	college	and	career	readiness	standards,	educators	were	now	able	to	reframe
instruction	to	promote	disciplinary	literacy	in	social	studies	to	regain	a	more	balanced
and	elevated	role	in	the	K–12	curriculum.

• Motivation	of	Students—Children	and	adolescents	are	naturally	curious	about	the
complex	and	multifaceted	world	they	inhabit.	But	when	instruction	is	limited	to
reading	textbooks,	answering	end-of-chapter	questions,	and	taking	multiple-choice
tests,	students’	interest	fades	and	engagement	quickly	disappears.	The	C3	Framework
addresses	measuring	knowledge	in	a	way	that	is	meaningful	and	applicable	to	the	real
world	in	fundamental	ways.

• The	Future	of	Our	Democracy—The	central	role	of	social	studies	is	to	prepare	and
educate	students	on	how	to	be	responsible	citizens.	However,	research	has	found	a
sad	reality—fewer	and	fewer	young	people,	particularly	students	of	color	and
students	in	poverty,	are	receiving	a	high-quality	social	studies	education	despite	the
central	role	of	social	studies	in	preparing	students	for	the	responsibilities	of
citizenship.	The	C3	Framework	aims	to	provide	the	education	and	preparation	for
students	to	become	active	and	responsible	citizens	that	vote,	serve	on	juries	when
called,	follow	the	news	and	current	events,	and	participate	in	voluntary	groups	and
efforts.

What	Does	This	Mean	for	Today’s	Classrooms?
The	C3	Framework	is	a	great	starting	point.	Too	often,	lessons,	expectations,	and	even

grades	 differ	 from	 classroom	 to	 classroom.	 Student	 experiences	 vary	 as	 well.	 Yet	 a
student’s	experience	and	knowledge	of	a	subject	matter	should	not	rely	on	the	 lottery	of
getting	the	right	teachers.	A	framework	and	set	of	standards	help	make	this	lottery	less	the
norm.	Today’s	social	studies	classrooms	vary	as	much	as	the	students	themselves—from
K–5	classrooms,	where	research	has	shown	approximately	two	hours	per	week	are	spent
on	 social	 studies	 topics,	 to	 middle	 and	 high	 school	 grades,	 where	 entire	 classes	 are
dedicated	to	specific	social	studies	topics.

Spiral	Curriculum
Jerome	Bruner	 first	described	 the	concept	of	spiral	education,	or	spiral	curriculum,	 in

the	 1960s.	 The	 essence	 of	 a	 spiral	 curriculum	 is	 eliminating	 boundaries	 and	 obstacles
between	grade	levels	when	it	comes	to	teaching	content.	Ultimately,	every	teacher	has	the
same	 goal—to	 provide	 the	 best	 education	 and	 support	 for	 students.	 In	 social	 studies
curriculum,	 the	 themes	 and	 principles	 are	 too	 often	 similar,	 if	 not	 identical,	 from	grade
level	to	grade	level.	The	difference	between	grade	levels	is	based	on	content	and	rigor.	So
if	 each	 educator	 teaching	 a	 social	 studies	 lesson	 is	 trying	 to	 teach	 the	 same	 concept	 as
others,	should	teachers	not	build	lessons	and	units	to	support	students	as	they	move	from



one	grade	level	to	the	next?	Imagine	if	a	student	begins	learning	concepts	in	kindergarten
and	 those	 same	 concepts	 are	 reinforced	 year	 after	 year.	Once	 that	 student	 reaches	 high
school,	he	or	she	will	be	 ready	 to	 tackle	complex	 issues	based	on	 the	 learning	provided
throughout	that	student’s	K–8	education.	This	is	the	basic	premise	of	spiral	education.

The	 key	 features	 of	 a	 spiral	 curriculum	 are	 revisiting	 topics	 and	 increasing	 levels	 of
difficulty.	 New	 learning	 is	 related	 to	 previous	 learning	 and	 competence	 of	 students
increases.	Students	continuously	revisit	topics,	themes,	and	subjects	throughout	their	study
of	 social	 studies.	 For	 example,	 the	 concept	 of	 democracy	 and	 good	 citizenship	 can	 be
discussed	beginning	 in	 kindergarten	 and	 continuing	 all	 the	way	 through	 the	12th	grade.
The	understanding	that	a	kindergartner	may	have	about	citizenship	and	democracy	will	be
simple	 but	 important.	As	 the	 student	moves	 from	 grade	 level	 to	 grade	 level,	 he	 or	 she
should	be	adding	complexity	and	nuances	to	his	or	her	understanding	of	these	topics.

Increasing	the	levels	of	difficulty	is	the	second	phase	of	spiraling	education.	As	teachers
build	 the	 students’	 learning	 on	 previous	 learning,	 new	 information	 can	 be	 related	 back.
This	allows	students	to	draw	upon	their	prior	knowledge,	and	evidence	shows	that	tapping
into	students’	prior	knowledge	increases	learning	(Wessels	2012).	Each	time	the	topic	or
theme	is	revisited,	students’	competence	on	citizenship	and	democracy	increases.	In	other
words,	 teachers	 will	 provide	 more	 opportunities	 for	 growth	 and	 learning	 if	 they	 work
together	to	build	spiral	curriculum	in	all	subject	matters.	In	particular,	it	is	invaluable	for
teaching	 social	 studies	 because	 of	 the	 reoccurrence	 of	 topics	 and	 themes.	 The	 ever-
increasing	 difficulty	 of	 those	 topics	 and	 themes	make	 spiral	 curriculum	 a	 natural	 fit	 in
social	studies.

Compelling	Questions	and	Supporting	Questions
The	 C3	 Framework	 is	 organized	 around	 inquiry	 as	 a	means	 of	 engaging	 students	 in

rigorous	 learning	of	 the	 concepts,	 skills,	 and	disciplinary	 tools	 they	need	 to	 prepare	 for
college,	career,	and	civic	life.	The	first	step	of	the	inquiry	process	is	asking	questions,	and
the	C3	Framework	identifies	two	types	of	questions:	compelling	questions	and	supporting
questions.

While	 the	 standard(s)	 and	 learning	 target(s)	 specify	 what	 teachers	 want	 students	 to
know	and	be	able	to	do,	the	compelling	questions	provide	the	impetus	for	an	inquiry	into
the	topics	at	hand.	For	example,	this	standard	(Compare	life	in	the	past	to	life	today)	could
have	the	following	compelling	question:	How	has	family	life	changed	since	the	time	when
your	grandparents	were	children?	Supporting	questions	would	then	be,	What	was	life	like
when	 your	 grandparents	 were	 children?	 What	 was	 life	 like	 when	 your	 parents	 were
children?	 How	 is	 your	 life	 different?	 These	 questions	 engage	 students’	 interest,
encouraging	 them	 to	 talk	 with	 family	 members	 and	 setting	 the	 stage	 for	 reading	 and
research	into	family	life	over	time.

Ensuring	Student	Engagement
After	 you’ve	 set	 your	 purpose	 and	 devised	 clear	 learning	 targets	 and	 compelling	 and

supporting	questions,	the	next	step	is	to	plan	activities	that	guide	students	to	explore	and
learn	the	content.	The	first	consideration	in	this	step	is	students’	background	knowledge.
It’s	imperative	to	identify	what	students	already	know	so	you	can	make	connections	and



grow	 their	understandings.	This	 topic	 is	addressed	extensively	 in	chapter	2.	 In	 addition,
think	 about	 how	 you	 can	 make	 connections	 to	 other	 parts	 of	 your	 curriculum.	 For
example,	 if	 students	 have	 studied	 Earth	 science,	 they	 will	 have	 some	 background
knowledge	related	to	geographic	concepts.	Keep	in	mind	that	students	may	have	learned	a
concept	but	may	know	it	by	a	different	name.	The	more	connections	you	can	make	with	a
current	 topic,	 the	 more	 confident	 students	 will	 feel	 with	 it,	 leading	 to	 greater
understanding	of	the	content.

Next,	 design	 a	 series	 of	 lessons	 and	 activities	 that	 explore	 your	 questions.	They	may
include	the	following:

• reading	and	writing	activities	(See	chapters	3	and	4.)

• study	of	primary	sources	(See	chapter	5.)

• research	(See	chapter	6.)

• hands-on	activities	(See	chapter	7.)

• arts-related	activities	and	explorations	(See	chapter	8.)

As	you	plan,	be	sure	to	include	plenty	of	opportunities	for	students	to	talk,	which	helps
them	process	and	retain	information.	You	can	invite	students	to	turn-and-talk	with	partners
about	 a	 question	 before	 asking	 students	 to	 share	 with	 the	 whole	 class.	 This	 strategy
engages	 every	 student	 in	 the	 lesson	 and	 allows	 for	 students	 to	 rehearse	 their	 thinking
before	 speaking	 in	 front	of	 the	whole	group.	Collaborative	activities,	 including	 research
and	 hands-on	 projects,	 are	 also	 excellent	 ways	 to	 foster	 student	 talk.	 As	 students	 talk,
encourage	 them	to	ask	 their	own	questions	about	 the	content,	which	helps	 them	become
independent,	self-directed	learners.

Most	 common	 instructional	 frameworks	 include	 student	 engagement	 portions	 of	 the
lesson	 plans.	 These	 aspects	 of	 the	 lesson	 should	 include	 intellectual	 work,	 engagement
strategies,	and	student	talk.	The	main	point	is	that	students	must	be	engaged	with	the	work
they	do	each	day.

There	are	many	effective	strategies	to	increase	student	engagement.	Consider	this	brief
example	outlining	a	series	of	activities	surrounding	the	topic	of	colonial	America,	which
illustrates	how	students	can	be	at	the	center	of	learning	in	a	social	studies	classroom:

• Engagement:	Take	an	online	quiz,	such	as	The	Jamestown	Online	Adventure	from
History	Globe	(http://www.historyglobe.com/jamestown/jamestowngame.html).

• Student	Talk:	Have	students	discuss	the	following	compelling	question	with	their
seat	partners:	How	do	activities	and	values	of	the	seventeenth	century	differ	from
those	of	today?

• Intellectual	Work:	Tell	each	student	to	complete	a	Venn	diagram	comparing	life	in
colonial	America	to	life	where	they	live	today.

Even	 with	 this	 simple	 example,	 students	 are	 reading,	 writing,	 thinking,	 and	 talking
about	important	social	studies	content.	As	an	introductory	activity,	students	may	begin	to
understand	 and	 appreciate	 life	 in	 colonial	 America,	 laying	 the	 groundwork	 for	 further
study	of	that	time	period.

http://www.historyglobe.com/jamestown/jamestowngame.html


Finding	Curricular	Resources
The	 next	 part	 of	 the	 lesson	 plan	 involves	 identifying	 curricular	 resources	 that	 will

support	student	learning	and	incorporate	a	variety	of	instructional	strategies	into	lessons	so
you	can	reach	all	students.	Now	is	the	time	to	consider	what	materials	you	can	draw	upon
for	the	lessons	and	activities	you	have	planned.	Note	that	this	can	be	a	recursive	process—
you	may	have	built	a	lesson	around	a	primary	source	in	the	previous	step.	As	you	review
your	 curricular	 materials,	 you	 may	 discover	 a	 text	 that	 inspires	 a	 writing	 or	 hands-on
activity,	for	example.

Some	 curriculum	 resources,	 such	 as	 textbooks	 or	 online	 programs,	 offer	 ready-to-go
lessons.	 Oftentimes,	 however,	 these	 resources	 address	 content	 not	 required	 by	 your
particular	 state	 standards,	 or	 they	 omit	 information	 your	 students	 are	 required	 to	 know.
This	 is	why	setting	a	purpose	 for	each	 lesson	or	 series	of	 lessons	 is	 imperative;	 it	helps
you	 focus	 on	 the	 essentials	 so	 you	 can	 use	 your	 curriculum	 resources	 to	 their	 greatest
benefit.	 You	 can	 pass	 over	 pages	 or	 chapters	 that	 do	 not	 address	 your	 standards-based
purposes.	Additionally,	you	can	identify	the	shortcomings	of	your	curriculum	program	and
begin	to	assemble	meaningful	lessons	and	supporting	materials	to	address	these	gaps.	You
may	 find	 yourself	 deviating	 from	 the	 textbook	 somewhat,	 embedding	 information	 from
other	resources	or	modifying	lessons	to	be	more	student	focused.

In	 this	 digital	 age,	 finding	 and	 using	meaningful,	 engaging,	 and	 relevant	 resources	 is
just	 a	 click	 away.	 You	 can	 print	 online	 resources	 for	 students	 to	 read,	 use	 interactive
activities	 or	 simulations	 to	 develop	 more	 complex	 concepts,	 or	 even	 chat	 online	 with
experts	related	to	particular	units	of	study.	Whatever	the	resource,	be	sure	it	is	relevant	to
your	purpose;	 that	 is,	directly	connected	 to	 the	standard,	 learning	target,	and	compelling
question	you	have	set.

Considering	Pedagogy
In	 addition	 to	 curricular	 resources,	 you’ll	 need	 to	 consider	 the	 instructional	 strategies

you	can	employ	to	support	students	in	their	learning.	These	include	but	are	by	no	means
limited	to:

• completing	graphic	organizers

• debating	complex	concepts

• taking	notes

• holding	collaborative	discussions

• writing	in	response	to	prompts

• creating	visuals

• brainstorming	responses

• performing	hands-on	experiences

Some	 instructional	 strategies	 require	 students	 to	 work	 independently.	 Others	 may	 be
used	with	paired	students	or	with	small	groups	of	students.	Still	others	work	best	with	the
whole	 class.	 In	 addition	 to	 a	 variety	 of	 grouping	 strategies,	 you’ll	 want	 to	 incorporate



instructional	 strategies	 that	 address	 a	 variety	 of	 learning	 styles	 and	 intelligences.	 Dr.
Howard	 Gardner	 of	 Harvard	 University	 identified	 the	 various	 multiple	 intelligences
beginning	in	1983.	As	of	2017,	there	are	nine	multiple	intelligences	identified	by	Gardner.
Figure	1.3	illustrates	instructional	strategies	that	support	Gardner’s	intelligences.	Note	the
overlap	 of	 activities,	 such	 as	 the	 movement	 and	 speaking	 strategies.	 The	 remaining
chapters	in	this	book	offer	additional	strategies	related	to	these	ideas,	helping	you	broaden
your	teaching	repertoire	to	include	strategies	and	activities	that	reach	more	students	than	if
they	were	to	simply	use	text	resources	exclusively.

Figure	1.3—Instructional	Strategies	to	Target	Multiple	Intelligences



Differentiating	and	Scaffolding	Instruction
The	 more	 you	 know	 about	 your	 students	 in	 terms	 of	 their	 learning	 needs	 and

preferences,	the	more	effective	you	can	be	in	planning	instruction.	Keep	in	mind	that	one
year’s	 class	 (or	one	class	period)	may	be	very	different	when	compared	 to	 the	previous
year’s	 class	 (or	 previous	 class	 period)	 in	 terms	 of	 intellect,	 maturity,	 background
knowledge	and	experiences,	and	skills.	To	offer	all	students	the	same	quality	instruction,



you	may	need	to	make	adjustments	to	the	learning	experiences	you	provide	from	year	to
year	or	from	class	to	class.	This	is	not	to	say	that	you	need	to	prepare	entirely	new	sets	of
lesson	plans.	Rather,	differentiate	instruction	by	gearing	it	toward	students’	needs	offering
them	 authentic	 tasks,	 challenging	 opportunities,	 and	 a	 variety	 of	 ways	 to	 learn	 and
demonstrate	the	knowledge	that	takes	them	from	where	they	are	and	moves	them	to	where
they	need	to	be.	Addressing	multiple	intelligences,	as	discussed	in	the	previous	section,	is
one	way	to	differentiate	instruction.	Offering	students	choice	is	another.	For	example,	you
could	provide	a	 learning	menu	 from	which	 students	choose	activities.	 It	 could	be	a	 list,
perhaps	in	the	form	of	a	tic-tac-toe	board,	of	varied	learning	activities	ranging	from	simple
to	complex	tasks.	You	can	have	students	choose	a	number	of	activities	from	the	list,	or	you
can	assign	specific	tasks	to	students	based	on	their	needs.

Quick	Movement	Activities

Stand-up,	Hand-up,	Pair-up—Students	stand	behind	their	seats	and	each	raise	one	hand.	They	move	about	the
room	to	find	partners	by	high-fiving.	Then,	each	student	takes	turns	repeating	important	facts	or	information.	For
example,	students	might	recite	the	three	branches	of	government	or	the	13	original	colonies.

Inside/Outside	Circle—This	is	similar	to	Stand-up,	Hand-up,	Pair-up.	One	half	of	the	class	stands	in	a	circle
facing	outward.	The	other	half	of	the	class	stands	in	an	outside	circle	facing	in.	The	inside	circle	moves
clockwise	while	the	outside	circle	moves	counterclockwise.	Students	are	instructed	to	stop.	Then,	they	repeat
information	to	the	new	partners	they	are	facing.

Scaffolding	is	directly	related	to	differentiation.	Some	students	come	to	class	knowing
very	 little	 about	 the	 social	 studies;	 others	 have	 a	 great	 amount	 of	 knowledge	 and
contribute	 regularly	 to	 class	 discussions.	 Scaffolding	 is	 the	 action	 you	 take	 to	 support
students	with	whatever	 learning	 is	 taking	place,	 no	matter	where	 students	 are	 along	 the
learning	continuum,	from	having	little	knowledge	or	skill	to	being	thoroughly	proficient.

The	 challenge	 is	 to	 provide	 instructional	 support	 to	 those	 who	 need	 it,	 strengthen
learning	for	those	who	are	somewhat	proficient,	and	extend	learning	for	those	who	come
to	class	already	proficient	with	the	concepts	dictated	by	the	instructional	standards.	While
you	may	be	familiar	with	scaffolding	instruction	in	reading	and	mathematics,	scaffolding
in	social	studies	has	not	received	as	much	attention.	However,	this	is	an	important	topic	to
consider.	 Figure	 1.4	 lists	 some	 scaffolding	 strategies	 you	 can	 incorporate	 during	 social
studies	lessons.

Figure	1.4—Scaffolding	Strategies	for	Social	Studies

Scaffolding
Strategy Explanation

Fish	Bowl

Divide	the	class	into	two	groups.	A	small	group	of	student	“experts”
sits	at	the	center	of	the	classroom,	surrounded	by	the	rest	of	the	class.
Instruct	the	small	group	to	discuss	a	specific	question	or	topic	while
the	others	in	the	class	take	notes	and	write	questions	for	the	small
group.	Only	the	students	in	the	center	circle	may	talk.	At	the
conclusion	of	the	discussion,	invite	those	in	the	outside	circle	to	ask
clarifying	questions.

Give	students	plenty	of	think	time	by	incorporating	think-pair-share



Think-Pair-
Share

activities.	Give	students	a	question	or	prompt	and	invite	them	to	think
about	it	on	their	own	for	a	minute	or	two.	Then,	ask	pairs	to	discuss,
taking	turns	sharing	ideas.	This	time	allows	everyone	to	participate	and
have	practice	expressing	themselves.	Finally,	ask	students	to	share	with
the	class.	You	can	ask	volunteers	to	share	their	own	ideas	or	those	of
their	partners.

Direct
Vocabulary
Instruction

Choose	essential	words	students	need	to	know	to	understand	a	concept
and	provide	direct	instruction	and	repeated	practice	with	these	terms.
You	can	vary	the	amount	of	review	and	practice	depending	on	student
need,	pulling	small	groups	of	students	who	need	extra	scaffolding	with
the	words.

Graphic
Organizers

Graphic	organizers	help	students	organize	information	so	they	can	see
relationships.	Select	a	graphic	organizer	that	relates	to	the	way	the
content	is	organized.	For	example,	if	a	text	is	comparing	and	contrasting
two	people	or	ideas,	a	Venn	diagram	would	be	a	helpful	graphic
organizer	to	use.	To	scaffold	with	graphic	organizers,	you	can	fill	in	all
or	part	of	the	information	for	students	who	need	that	support	while
giving	a	blank	graphic	organizer	to	students	able	to	complete	it
independently.

Regardless	of	 the	wide	 range	of	 student	needs,	 scaffolding	strategies	 support	 learning
for	all	levels	of	students.	You	can	vary	these	strategies	to	best	support	the	specific	students
in	your	classroom.	Some	classes	may	require	quite	a	bit	of	scaffolding,	others	may	require
very	little,	or	scaffolding	may	only	be	necessary	for	just	a	few	students.

Consider	 this	 example	 of	 scaffolded	 questions	 for	 students	 to	 discuss	 as	 part	 of	 their
study	of	limited	and	unlimited	governments	(Figure	1.5).	You	can	distribute	the	questions
to	students	based	on	their	levels	of	readiness,	or	you	can	write	the	questions	on	the	board,
number	them,	and	assign	them	to	students	by	number.	Have	each	student	think	about	his
or	her	question	and	then	pair	with	another	student	who	has	the	same	question.	After	they
discuss	the	question,	ask	partners	to	share	their	ideas	with	the	whole	class	and	take	notes
on	what	 is	shared	by	others.	 In	 this	way,	students	gain	 the	benefit	of	student	 talk	on	the
full	range	of	questions.

Figure	1.5—Example	Scaffolded	Questions

Question	Level Questions

Simple What	are	the	characteristics	of	a	limited	government?
What	are	the	characteristics	of	an	unlimited	government?

Moderate
Give	an	example	of	a	limited	government.	Give	an
example	of	an	unlimited	government.	How	do	these	two
governments	compare?



Complex Pick	limited	government	or	unlimited	government	and
defend	why	one	is	better	than	the	other.	Include	evidence	to
support	your	answer.

Using	Assessments	Effectively
The	 most	 important	 assessments	 should	 be	 used	 to	 improve	 student	 learning.	 These

types	 of	 assessments	 are	 frequently	 referred	 to	 as	 formative	 assessments.	 This	 type	 of
assessment	 tells	 you	 where	 students	 are	 along	 the	 learning	 continuum	 so	 that	 you	 can
make	 adjustments	 to	 subsequent	 instruction,	 perhaps	 reteaching	 concepts	 that	 students
haven’t	grasped,	pulling	a	small	group	to	scaffold	a	particular	activity	certain	students	are
having	 trouble	with,	 or	 adding	 review	 activities	 to	 cement	 students’	 learning	 before	 the
end-of-unit	 test.	 It	 is	 wise	 to	 consider	 this	 essential	 component	 in	 the	 planning	 stages
because	 it	 can	 help	 you	 monitor	 progress,	 enhance	 and	 evaluate	 learning,	 and	 inform
instructional	decisions	during	the	course	of	study.	At	the	start	of	a	lesson,	be	sure	to	plan
an	assessment	to	determine	the	level	of	students’	background	knowledge	and	the	students’
strengths	 and	weaknesses.	 (See	 chapter	2	 for	 strategies	 to	 use	 this	 type	 of	 assessment.)
Then,	identify	key	points	where	you	will	want	to	check	in	on	students’	understanding	and
progress.	These	can	be	as	simple	as	exit	slips	students	fill	out	at	 the	end	of	a	session	or
anecdotal	 notes	 you	 jot	while	 listening	 in	 on	 small-group	discussions.	Chapter	9	 covers
formative	 assessments	 in	 detail.	 Clearly,	 assessment	 is	 a	 key	 component	 to	 instruction.
Effective	 teachers	 constantly	 assess	 student	 learning	 and	 make	 instructional	 decisions
based	on	the	responses	they	receive	from	students.

Developing	a	Classroom	Environment	for	Learning
As	you	reflect	on	your	own	favorite	teachers,	you	may	not	remember	specific	activities

or	events	but	instead	recall	the	classroom	culture	and	climate	the	teacher	developed.	This
was	likely	due	to	a	combination	of	his	or	her	personality,	attention	to	students,	and	passion
for	the	content.	Perhaps	the	teacher	was	funny,	making	puns	whenever	possible.	Perhaps
the	 teacher	 encouraged	 students	 to	 be	 part	 of	 the	 learning	 process	 by	 allowing	 them	 to
make	suggestions	about	the	types	of	activities	they	completed.	Perhaps	the	teacher	thought
differently	 from	other	 teachers,	 extending	 learning	 beyond	 the	 four	walls	 and	 front	 and
back	 covers	 of	 a	 textbook.	 All	 these	 factors	 contribute	 to	 a	 positive	 and	 supportive
learning	environment	for	students.	Additionally,	attention	to	the	physical	environment	and
routines	can	provide	an	environment	that	supports	student	learning.

Depending	 on	 the	 ages	 of	 students	 and	 the	 availability	 of	 technology,	 physical
classroom	layouts	vary	greatly.	Young	learners	need	areas	in	the	classroom	to	move.	Their
learning	environments	may	have	center	stations,	 round	 tables,	or	open	spaces	 for	games
and	movement	 activities.	As	 students	mature,	 so	 do	 their	 classroom	 settings.	The	 desks
become	more	contained	and	the	space	more	confined.	Many	classrooms	still	have	straight
rows	of	desks,	one	student	behind	the	next,	facing	the	front	of	 the	room.	These	types	of
settings	make	movement	more	tricky,	but	not	impossible.	If	you	are	dedicated	to	utilizing
some	of	the	learning	style	and	scaffolding	strategies	that	require	movement,	you	can	find	a
way	 to	make	 it	work.	 Perhaps	 students	 can	move	 their	 desks	 to	 the	 outer	 edges	 of	 the
classroom,	or	the	class	can	move	to	a	common	area	for	a	class	period.	The	point	is,	you



should	 have	 a	 visual	 image	 in	 your	mind	 as	 to	 how	 the	 class	 and	 classroom	will	 look
during	 less	 structured	 strategies	 and	 when	 students	 engage	 students	 in	 small-group
learning	activities.	Planning	ahead	for	these	types	of	logistical	 issues	will	alleviate	some
of	the	confusion	that	may	erupt	without	careful	planning.

Routines	are	also	a	key	part	of	establishing	a	suitable	learning	environment.	Although
daily	activities	might	vary,	 students	should	know	the	expectations	 for	 their	actions	 from
the	moment	 they	walk	 through	 the	 door	 until	 the	moment	 they	 leave.	Routines	 include
knowing	when	 to	sharpen	pencils,	knowing	what	 to	do	with	homework,	having	a	signal
for	 using	 the	 bathroom	 so	 as	 not	 to	 interrupt	 instruction,	 or	 having	 daily	 time-filler
activities	 at	 the	 ready.	 All	 of	 these	 thoughtful	 preparations	 play	 into	 an	 organized,
structured	learning	environment	that	sets	boundaries	and	makes	students	feel	safe	because
they	know	the	expectations.

The	 teacher/student	 relationship	 is	 an	 important	 consideration	 to	 today’s	 effective
classrooms.	Students	who	enjoy	their	classes	show	a	greater	willingness	to	engage	in	the
learning,	and	they	demonstrate	higher	achievement.	Not	to	be	confused	with	popularity,	a
positive	 relationship	with	 students	 is	 an	 important	 component	 of	 a	 student’s	 success	 in
school.	Students	who	know	you	care	about	their	learning,	care	about	them	as	individuals,
and	care	enough	to	hold	them	to	high	levels	of	expectation	will	generally	enjoy	your	class
and	do	well	as	a	result.

Online	Resources

You	can	use	online	resources	to	find	lesson	plans	from	reliable	and	trustworthy	resources.	These	plans	may	need
to	be	revised	to	better	suit	your	particular	classroom,	but	they	can	provide	a	helpful	starting	point	and	offer	fresh
and	innovative	ideas.	Here	are	three	examples	of	such	sites:

• PBS	Learning	Media—http://www.pbslearningmedia.org

• Discovery	Education—http://www.discoveryeducation.com

• National	Museum	of	American	History—http://americanhistory.si.edu

Technology	in	Today’s	Social	Studies	Classrooms
Not	 too	 many	 years	 ago,	 teaching	 technology	 meant	 16	 mm	 projectors,	 overhead

projectors,	 and	 tape	 recorders.	 Today,	 educators	 have	 moved	 far	 beyond	 that	 realm	 to
classrooms	with	computers	and	LCD	projectors,	Internet	access,	video	players,	interactive
whiteboards,	smartphones,	and	tablets.	Many	teachers	today	use	technology	every	day	to
teach	 content	 in	 their	 classrooms	 with	 any	 number	 of	 instant-access,	 engaging,	 and
sometimes	 interactive	 technology	 resources.	 Additionally,	 technology	 can	 be	 used	 as	 a
learning	 tool	 to	 allow	 students	 to	 conduct	 classroom	 investigations,	 research,	 and
independent	 learning.	Because	 technology	has	become	such	an	 integral	part	of	 teachers’
and	students’	daily	lives	both	in	and	out	of	the	classroom,	ideas	related	to	the	integration
of	 this	 essential	 component	 of	 the	 twenty-first	 century	 classroom	 are	 included	 in	 each
chapter.

Chapter	1	Reflection
1. Of	each	of	the	instructional	components	discussed	in	this	chapter,	which	do	you

think	is	the	most	important?	Why?

http://www.pbslearningmedia.org
http://www.discoveryeducation.com
http://americanhistory.si.edu


2. Choose	one	instructional	standard	that	you	will	teach	in	the	coming	days	or	weeks.
Plan	two	or	three	activities	that	address	different	intelligences.	What	will	the
student	outcome	be	for	each	activity?

3. How	will	you	support	students	so	that	each	student	will	be	successful?

4. What	excites	you	the	most	about	how	technology	can	strengthen	and	support	social
studies	teaching	and	learning?

5. What	new	technology	are	you	interested	in	learning	about?	How	do	you	see	this
new	technology	supporting	social	studies?
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