
WHAT ARE SOME OTHER 
STRATEGIES FOR TEACHING 
SOCIAL STUDIES? 

Andy Lf!X, Secgncj Year te9cher 

It'.s no wonder that in today's classrooms · during social studies less~ms, you often 
see a lot of bored faces, . Some of my K-12 social studies teachers, including 
«yours truly" as···a pre-intern, sometimes fell into the·· mind numbing routine of ·· 
t~chi11g social stud.ies as a. bunch of disconnected . facts taught only from the 
readings in the tert book. As a pre~intern it was ea~y to have my · students 
round robin read the chapter and then follow th~ teacher edition word for 
word. I knt;.w deep dpwn it wa~'t effec:#ve; how~er, when yoµ are overwhelmed 
in' planning for so many subjects you often cheat. Social studies is such an 
important subject in school •because it is all around us, and an integral part of 
our lives, yet I fell into the rut and foc:used totally on classroom management. 
I Jeared my students might get out of haud if I let them work togetherj. some
times he out of their seats, and so forth. 

After enrolling in my first social studies 
co.urse, reading this chapter, ~nd reflecting 911 
my early attempts at social studies lessons, 
I gradually begau to teali~e that I had to listen 
to my head and to my heart to create a space in 
my classroom where my students and I could 
investigate the big ideas together. In order for 
social stµdies to be authentic and meaningful, I 
knew my students must relate to the content. 
By graduaUy .concentrating my social studies c: 

µnits on a set of big ideas, and then planning i 
C: 

numerous ways to engage my students in the ; 
participation of social studies, I began to notice ~ 
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subtle changes in my students' behavior during social studies instniction.-They gave 
me, and each other, lots of ey~ contact; they D(;!Cafile very !114~Sitive asking Jots of 
questions; they began .to look for library books that focused on the topics we w.ere 

discussing; and soJot;th. . . . . . . • . . .• . . . , 
1ate in .the semester I was assigned to design and teach a unit on theAmerican 

Revolution. I decided to emphasize strategie~ such as mock trials and primary 
source investigation. I provideq my students with a collecyon of information 
from ,,a.uthentic sources. such !16·,d~umenta,iel'and origiµa-tf~uers with .,an eye 
toward developjng ··cotnmittees<>t'correspondence and ·mock trials. lfo make 1the 
content of µiis timt period come! alive for my students, I split "my class intQ. their 
own committees and the students \Vrote letters as if they were C?fonists s~ariz
ing what was being taught i~ class.· I .. knew the str;itegy of crrating commi~ees of 
correspondence would niatch the content aritf: allow my students' to become 

• •• . ...•• . .. ! 

personally attached to the material. Their letters also allowed me to assess my 
students' understanding of the topicin a more meaningful way. They were not 
requited to fill in bubbles or answe.r questions,but .instead they were encouraged 
to sbate their feelings and opinions abo.ut the ;matertal. ~tudents read ~~ch 
other' sJetters at the start of the ·next social studies period. This was a great way 
to refresh themselves on the content covered and also respond to their class" 
mates ' ideas which created ownership of the content. 

In order to sustain students' affective responses, at the e11d of the' unit, .. we 
created a mock coptinental congress. Working in small gr9ups, the ·smdents 
reviewed their previous . letters and came up with some key. points they wanted 
to bring to the discussion. While .I led the congress, I posed .questions based on 
the big ideas and the supportive content covered and proviqf4 opportunities for 
students to include their interpretations;< The st:u:dents were extremely respectful 

1 during the disctfasion. they were emotionally connected witp the material and 
were able to share their own ideas .. I could really tell the cpntent meant a lot to 

· them because voices got raised, feelings were expressed, and sfudents had a lot to 
say. This mock continental congress allowed me to give my students an authentic 
summative assessm~nt. I ,kept anecdotal.rec.ords as a means ofdQO.lillenting individ
ual input, and I used "I learned" statements to assess their levels.of understanding. , 
During subsequent lessons, l used case studies, some oriline simulation, and role 
plays. We even went to a virtual museum. 

Throughout my .. journey of moving beyc.md the textbook, I began to under~ 
stand that my greate·st barrier had been the fear that management issues would 
arise ifI relinquished control. Once I realized that the higher the level of student 
engagement and interest, the fewer the discipline problems, J became free! 

Teaching strategies, a term we use interchangeably with teaching approaches, influences 
your students' attitudes about the content, their desire to learn it, what they learn, their 
retention level, and the content's impact on their lives. Most principles and examples 
in the previous chapters featured discussion, interactive narrative, and other common 
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approaches to everyday lessons. In this chapter we describe several other instructional 
strategies that we encourage you to consider as you plan your year. Pay especially close 
attention to those approaches that are least familiar to you, review the ones you have 
tried before with an eye toward new aspects to consider, and plan to incorporate at 
least one new strategy into each of your upcoming social studies units ( one that fits the 
goals and enhances the development of the big ideas you have identified). 

As you think about selecting approaches for specific units and lessons, we encourage 
you to begin with your goals and powerful ideas. Ask yourself, "What do I want my stu
dents to know? Understand? Appreciate? Apply to their lives?'' Next ask, "Which teach
ing strat egies best fit my intentions?" Most often there will be more than one viable 
strategy, and you should become familiar with a wide variety so that you can offer your 
students a range of possibilities with an eye toward balance. This is part of making teach
ing active, challenging, meaningful, integrative, and value based-the five qualities of 
powerful social studies teaching outlined by the National Council for the Social Studies. 

Some techniques require you to exercise almost continuous direct influence over how 
infor mation flows to your students. Others place much more responsibility for managing 
the instructional flow on the learners, with you as the teacher serving more as a guide. 
Most approaches represent mixed models, with the teacher and the learner shifting 
respon sibilities. 

As you plan your units and individual lessons, consider how students learn. For 
example, one way they learn is by direct experiences that incorporate the five senses: 
feeling, touching, tasting, smelling, and hearing. They also learn by acquiring knowledge 
through books, people, media, and so forth. A third way is through the personal construc
tion of knowledge that occurs when they engage in thought processes that connect new 
experiences with prior knowledge and organize them in some way that is meaningful for 
them. Chapter 13 features homework connections that we view as powerful but underused 
venues for fostering memorable learning. Students can personalize in-school learning and 
organize it in ways that make sense to them by discussing it at home with family members. 

Instructional strategies tend to feature three learning modalities through which learners 
receive, process, or respond to information (Ross, 1998). The most common involve expres
sing ideas audibly through sound (e.g., lectures, storytelling, music); expressing ideas visu
ally using paintings, multimedia presentations, photos/pictures, artifacts, co-constructed 
diagrams, or graphic organizers; and expressing ideas kinesthetically through pantomiming, 
dramatic play, or dance. Many strategies use a combination of these modalities. 

While goals should be your first concern when determining which strategy to select, 
the nature of the content and learner profiles are other factors to consider. As you build 
your own repertoire of strategies, you will find that often there is more than one approach 
that matches the goal and fits the content. Varying your approaches is usually a good thing 
because it helps maintain high interest in the subject area and accommodates the range of 
learners, but you need to think about students' familiarity with the selected strategy. If you 
decide to use role play in a lesson introducing new decision-making skills, for example, 
make sure students have sufficient familiarity with role play. If they do not, you might 
consider introducing role play during a literacy lesson, using a familiar story as the 
content. Then students would be positioned to apply the skills in social studies lessons. 
As a rule of thumb, avoid trying to teach new skills and new content simultaneously . 

Typically, you will start a new unit using strategies that call for direct experiences 
and knowledge acquisition, and then end the unit with strategies that call for students 
to construct knowledge personally and have more influence over the instructional flow. 
There are instances, however, when your goals might lead you to reverse the order. For 
example, to build interest and foster curiosity in an upcoming unit on Canada, you 
might begin with an inquiry lesson. You might show a collection of artifacts (e.g., flag, 
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coins, stamps, photos/pictures, maps) and pose the question, "How is Canada similar to 
and different from the United States?" After students speculate or offer hunches (also 
known as hypotheses), you would shift to knowledge acquisition. You might show a 
video, take a virtual field trip to a part of Canada, or assign some selected reading. You 
would then return to the hypotheses that students generated and determine which should 
be tentatively accepted and which should be rejected until further evidence is acquired. 
The key is to keep your eye on the goals and the powerful ideas to be developed. Some 
powerful ideas are: "Canada is a country in North America that has a great amount of 
physical space but a small population due to a variety of factors;" or "Canada has two 
national languages: English and French, a fact that reflects the country's diversity." 

As the unit unfolds, you might include such instructional strategies as storytelling, 
debate, and simulation. At some point, you might have students study primary resources: 
the paintings of Cornelius Krieghoff, Robert Bateman, Emily Carr, and other prominent 
Canadian artists, and then discuss how the geography and history of Canada have influ
enced their work. At another point, you might have students debate the question, 
"Should or could the province of Quebec survive as an independent entity?" Students 
could study the history of Canada's political system and study the effects of having 
such a large government for a relatively small population. They might also study the 
benefits and constraints of Canada's health care system and explore whether the United 
States could adopt such a system, and then explain why or why not. 

The unit might conclude with a travel brochure activity (with the "busy work" such as 
design being done at home). The goal would be for the students to synthesize what they 
learned about Canada and share the information with an authentic audience-preferably 
local travel agents or families interested in traveling to Canada. The ultimate goal would 
be to educate the adults about Canada's unique features and convince them to put 
together a travel package and tour for interested community members. The students in 
the class could serve as assistant tour guides if distance is not an inhibitor and the trip is 
actually enacted. 

It should be apparent from the range of strategies mentioned that the possibilities 
for a unit on Canada are endless. There are multiple resources to be tapped. The 
NCSS publication Teaching about Canada and Mexico (Joyce & Bratzel, 2006) is a 
goldmine for approaches and materials. It also provides content background for the 
teacher. 

Bear in mind that you cannot depend on manuals supplied with the textbook series to 
determine which instructional approaches to use. You will need to assess suggested strat
egies to determine whether they offer sufficient educational value to merit inclusion in 
your unit. For judging strategies, consider the following questions: 

Does the strategy match the goal? 
Does it promote learning of the big ideas that I am attempting to develop? 

• Do the students have the necessary skills to be successful with the strategy? 
What roles will I need to play to help students construct the big ideas? 
How will I balance the teacher and the student role and function based on the students' 
prior experiences, their familiarity with the content and skills, and the degree of 
dissonance they are experiencing? 

• Across the unit, how will I accommodate the ways students learn: direct experience, 
acquired knowledge, and personally constructed knowledge? 
Across the unit, how will I vary the learning modalities to use those that fit the 
content most naturally? 

In the rest of this chapter, we will describe strategies that are appropriate for elementary 
social studies that represent auditory, visual, and physical modalities. 
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:Principle 9: Strategy Teaching: The teach£tr models and instructs students in learning 
and self•r!fgulation stn1tegies. Strategy teaching involves selecting al'! appropriate 
instructional practice for the knowledge and skills taught. The teacher can often "think 
aloud"whHe m,odeling the strategy:. Strategy teachin rticularly effective for help-
ing students r on their learning. Please see Chap 4 for a more in-depth 

description of 

Until recently, most models of effective teaching emphasized the teacher as the dominant 
actor in the classroom: explaining content to students, checking their understanding, 
and then supervising their work on practice and application activities. The once widely 
disseminated model of Madeline Hunter (1984), for example, suggested that effective 
lessons contain the following elements: 

1. Anticipatory set (prepare students to learn and focus on key ideas) 
2. Objective and purpose (tell students the purpose of the lesson) 
3. Input (provide them with new information) 
4. Modeling (demonstrate skills or procedures) 
5. Checking for understanding (through questions or requests for performance) 
6. Guided practice (under direct teacher supervision) 
7. Independent practice (once students know what to do and how to do it) 

Hunter's approach typifies what has become known as the transmission view of teaching 
and learning, or direct instruction. The following assumptions are implied in this view 
(Good & Brophy, 2003): 

1. Knowledge is treated as a fixed body of information transmitted from teacher or 
text to students. 

2. Teachers and texts are viewed as authoritative sources of expert knowledge to which 
students defer. 

3. Teachers are responsible for managing students' learning by providing information 
and leading the students through activities and assignments. 

4. Teachers explain, check for understanding, and judge the correctness of students' 
responses. 

5. Students memorize or replicate what has been explained or modeled . 
6. Classroom discourse emphasizes drill and recitation in response to convergent 

questions, with a focus on eliciting correct answers. 
7. Activities emphasize replication of models or applications that require following 

step-by-step procedures. 
8. Students work mostly alone, practicing what has been transmitted to them in order 

to prepare themselves to compete for rewards by producing it on demand. 

The transmission view embodies some important principles of good teaching, espe
cially in its emphasis on the role of the teacher in stimulating students' motivation and 
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readiness for learning, providing them with needed information and modeling, structur
ing, and monitoring their learning experiences . 

Lecturettes 
An efficient and often appropriate means of communicating information to students 
(especially in terms of providing context or background knowledge) is through a lectur
ette. Often resource people (such as a museum staff member or a parent visiting the 
classroom) rely on lecturettes (a modified form of transmission) to convey new informa
tion. We prefer the term lecturette to lecture since for elementary students, a shorter 
period (ranging from five minutes for lower elementary students to twenty minutes for 
upper elementary students) is strongly suggested . However, lecturettes can go beyond the 
teacher or resource person standing in front of the students talking at them, without 
interaction with students. We recommend lecturettes that actively involve students by 
(1) posing questions throughout that require students to reflect on what they are learn
ing; (2) having students picture in their heads the content of the lecturette; (3) inviting 
students to ask their own questions; (4) having them take notes on the main ideas of 
the lecturette; (5) having them turn to a partner in a think-pair-share activity related to 
the content of the lecturette; or (6) having students summarize what they learned. Engag
ing students mentally throughout the lessons is often referred to as minds-on-learning. 

With advances in technology, there are a variety of ways you can present information 
through lecturettes in mentally engaging ways. Multimedia presentations or electronic 
storyboards (digital images accompanied by voice narration or music) are easy to create 
and can captivate students. Displaying images from the Internet (such as primary 
sources) to use as a springboard for a lecturette can be effective. You can be very creative 
with lecturettes by giving students minds-on tasks and stimulating their imagination. Just 
remember to stay focused on the powerfu l ideas you establish for student learning . 

Demo nstrating/Modeling 
Demonstrating or modeling teaching can show students a process, skill, or understand
ing of content to accompany the telling (as in lecturettes). Social studies offers a number 
of opportunities for using demonstrations. For example, you can demonstrate to students 
how to create and interpret maps, interpret primary source materials, and make and use 
a budget. These kinds of demonstration strategies involve a fair amount of teacher-talk, 
but they also allow students to "see" the processes you engage in to accomplish the task. 
By "thinking out loud" (often referred to as metacognitive processing) through the steps 
you take, and even documenting each step on the board of chart paper, students can 
more easily grasp the processes you are following than were you simply to state them. 
The processes social scientists use are often best learned by students first observing the 
processes, then enacting the processes themselves. 

Storytelling is a method of sharing our beliefs, traditions, and history with future genera
tions. Rosen (1986) has suggested that the human brain is a narrative device that runs on 
stories. The knowledge that we store in our brain as part of our theory of the world is 
largely represented in the form of stories that are remembered far more easily than 
sequences of unrelated facts (Smith, 1988). 

Stories and storytelling engage children and help them become personally interested 
in the past as well as the present. They help children realize how social studies is the 
study of people and their lives and not simply a parade of facts that they are expected 
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to memorize for a test . Biographies can be a useful resource for engaging children in 
personal stories about the past. Egan (1986) suggests that if teaching were regarded 
more as storytelling, the curriculum could become a collection of great stories of many 
cultures. This could make learning more engaging and likely to be remembered. Story
telling can be a powerful strategy when you select anecdotes that illustrate big ideas and 
general principles . Stories provide opportunities for children to make connections 
between their lives and those of people living in other times or places. 

The stories can come from your own repertoire of personal experiences, from stories 
that have been passed down to you from previous generations, from children 's literature, 
or from your own students. For example, if you were teaching about pioneer life, you 
might share stories that have been passed down through your ancestors about schools, 
curriculum and instruction, and approaches to discipline in the past. If you were teach
ing about the Great Depression, you might draw on what your ancestors have shared 
about their experiences with food and gasoline rationing or bartering among neighbors . 
Perhaps your family has letters, journals, or other artifacts to enhance the story about the 
stock market crash. If your class were studying social issues such as homelessness or 
hunger, you could draw on children's literature and retell stories such as The Circuit 
(Jimenez, 1997) or Uncle Willie and the Soup Kitchen (DiSalvo-Ryan, 1991). These stor
ies depict elementary school children in stressful situations, in ways that promote empa
thy and cognitive understandings. 

Hamilton and Weiss (1990) describe several learning processes that are supported by 
storytelling. These include listening, speaking, sharing ideas with others and accepting 
their reactions, and marshaling ideas and stories to address a specific problem or topic. 
Of prime importance, however, is the shared experience among classmates and the 
bonding that ensues and transcends gender, social class, and culture. 

As you develop your social studies units and search for ways of helping students make 
meaning and connect with the content both cognitively and affectively, consider the use 
of stories and storytelling. They offer familiar narrative contexts that support learning 
and can be very engaging. Make sure that the goals and powerful ideas do not get lost 
in details and save enough time following the story for debriefing. 

The old adage that "a picture is worth a thousand words" expresses the power of visuals, 
but alignment with the unit's goals is essential. For introducing new content, you might 
select visuals such as pictures or photographs to stimulate interest, foster speculation and 
hypothesizing, establish an anticipatory learning set, or link the new learning to prior 
learning (such as by providing students with opportunities to compare and contrast or 
make predictions from the old to the new). 

For both lower and upper elementary students, visuals are critical for teaching social 
studies, and for history and geography in particular. Since one cannot "see the past," 
children greatly benefit from studying visual resources such as historical paintings, photo
graphs, and drawings. In geography lessons, children need to see maps, photographs, 
drawings, and paintings from various countries and cultures . 

Criteria for selecting visuals for new learning include selecting those that promote 
curiosity (e.g., a montage of photos that illustrates changes in communication over 
time); illustrate sequences or connections (e.g., photos that illustrate the land-to-hand 
relationship of wool to cloth and the idea that pioneer clothing was made out of local 
resources); broaden the meaning and cast the familiar within a global and multicultural 
perspective (e.g., photos that depict a range of shelter types and construction materials to 
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underscore the idea that climate and culture, as well as availability of resqurces, influence 
the types of shelters that people build; photos to illustrate that children in various parts 
of the world dress more alike than different). 

Another criterion for selecting visuals is connection to your students or their families. 
In a unit on family living, for example, photos illustrating family life in Japan and Vietnam 
would be desirable if you had students who were native to those countries. They would 
help your other students to appreciate diversity and its contributing factors in new ways. 

Visuals should be large enough for the whole class to see. (If they are not, use multiple 
copies- one per table or group.) They also should be up-to-date and timely; simple rather 
than complicated; likely to promote depth of understanding rather than emphasizing 
minutia or the exotic; gender and culturally sensitive; and free of stereotypes, misconcep
tions, and fanciful representations. 

Do not think of visuals merely as appealing or entertaining. Rather, think of them 
as enhancing opportunities for students to thoughtfully process, integrate, and apply curric
ulum content that is structured in goal-oriented ways and accompanied by a great deal of 
teacher-student discourse. 

Primary sources are materials created at or near the time of an event, person, idea, or 
movement being studied. Letters, diaries, documents, audio-recordings, and sheet music 
are examples of primary sources. They function as time machines by taking students back 
to faraway places and long-ago eras, making it easier for them to imagine the past and 
empathize about it. These first-hand examples are ideal for engaging the learners, stimulat
ing higher-order thinking, and making the time or event more meaningful and memorable . 

Your sources can be drawn from books that have compilations of primary sources 
within them. The sources might include documents ( or parts of documents) such as the 
Declaration of Independence or the Constitution, original newspaper articles acquired 
from a local newspaper collection or online, or documents from government offices, 
individual businesses, or local museums. Residents in the community may also have 
deeds, journals, diaries, certificates, and other memorabilia to share. Perhaps least obvi
ous, but extremely powerful, are materials you have in your possession such as your 
third-grade report card, your marriage certificate, your childhood diary, or a letter a fam
ily member wrote during military service. 

The effectiveness of the primary source depends on its purpose, level of difficulty, and 
integration with other learning activities, but most importantly on how its use is struc
tured around big ideas with potential for life application. Questions to be answered when 
examining primary sources should be developed in advance as a guide for gathering infor
mation and interpreting and establishing meaning. Sample questions include: Who wrote 
the source? When and why do you suppose it was written? What values are expressed in 
it? How does this source align with other sources being used - or does it? Why do you 
suppose this source was preserved? A host of other questions could be generated-but as 
a general rule, less is more, keeping your eye on the goal and intended outcomes. 

An obstacle to using some text-based primary sources relates to the reading difficulty 
level. The language and sentence construction used in these documents is often unfamil
iar and difficult for children. If the documents are handwritten, then the writing can be 
hard to decipher. Even if students are able to decode the writing in the documents, they 
may not be able to interpret the documents' meaning. However, these obstacles should 
not deter you from using primary sources. To modify primary sources for use in your 
classroom, you can use the original primary source accompanied by a translated version 
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in language your students will understand. You can highlight unfamiliar words and pro
vide definitions in parentheses or provide a glossary. You can also read and discuss the 
documents as a class to help ensure all children grasp their meaning. 

Artifacts are objects (such as tools or ornaments) that show human workmanship. They 
are products of civilization. They can be used as individual items to illustrate a point or 
show unique characteristics; they can be used in multiple numbers (such as a coin or stamp 
collection) to ground an inquiry lesson; or they can be used to display a range of objects 
and put together as an artifact kit to reflect characteristics of a group of people or items 
found in a certain type of environment. You can acquire commercially produced kits that 
focus on specific cultures; collect objects and create your own kits to focus on key ideas in 
your units; or ask your students to assemble kits representing major understandings being 
developed. 

Artifacts add interest and meaning to content. If used as the heart of an inquiry 
lesson built around big ideas, they foster curiosity, sharpen observation skills, and stimu
late speculation and higher-order thinking. Suppose you were studying money, and the 
general goals were to (1) pique students' interest in examining coins and bills up close 
and learning about them and how they are made; (2) develop an understanding and 
appreciation for the government's role in making money and controlling the amount 
that is in circulation; and (3) develop understanding and appreciation for the range of cur
rencies that exist in the world, all of which are made very carefully and are exchangeable 
(Alleman & Brophy, 2003a). Showing a coin and bill collection could serve as a stimulus 
for unpacking some of the big ideas associated with the goals. In pairs or small table 
groups, students could examine the money, then as a class they could make a list of obser
vations and questions ( often cast as "I wonder ... "). 

Through interactive discussion, additional information provided by the teacher, expo
sure to informational texts, and perhaps some fact gathering on the Internet, the class 
could develop big ideas such as: every country has its official unit of currency; governments 
are in charge of making money and regulating the amount in circulation; and currencies 
can be exchanged for equivalent value because of agreements among countries. Artifacts 
can be an excellent choice for addressing some goals and powerful ideas, if the artifacts 
are appropriately contextualized and used as but one piece of the learning sequence. 

One of the most basic premises underlying this book is that social studies instruction will 
have limited meaning for children unless it affords them opportunities to become 
actively involved in learning experiences that engage their heads and hearts and apply 
to their lives. Various forms of creative dramatics can add an engaging dimension to 
social studies lessons and promote empathy . Among the most valuable strategies of this 
type include dramatic play, role play, simulation, and mock trials. 

Dramatic Play 
Unlike a drama, which has a story, characters, props, and scenery and is intended to 
be acted out on stage, dramatic play has no script, no stage (in the usual sense) and no 
formal scenery; it simply has actors (your students) and an established place in the class
room for the learning experience. Often props are available as the students engage in the 
strategy. Students simply act out roles that allow the teacher to determine what they 
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know, what misconceptions they might have, and what they wonde r about. What chil
dren say and do as they act out the roles provides insights into the depth and quality 
of their learning and related feelings. Often , engaging students in dramatic play at the 
beginning of a unit stimulates their interest in the upcoming topic and allows you to do 
some foreshadowing during the class discussion that follows. Steps to follow for dramatic 
play include: 

Arranging the environment . Establish a place in the classroom where dramatic play 
will occur. If, for example, you are about to embark on the study of clothing as a cultural 
universal, you might bring in a trunk of hats, shoes, play clothes, party clothes, work 
clothes, or outfits from around the world that are worn for special celebrations. If you 
are about to launch a unit on immigration, you might have visas, passports, maps, 
globes, health records, luggage, an official looking immigration officer uniform, currency 
from a range of countries, and so forth. 

Play. Part of a designated class period could be set aside for students to try on and 
talk about the clothes or manipulate the props. Before you begin the play period, establish 
"ground rules" and share what you want the students to do and why. During the dramatic 
play period, look and listen as the students participate. On occasion, ask a question or 
engage individuals in conversations . One goal of dramatic play is to encourage students to 
have a vicarious experience that raises new questions that lead to further investigations. 

Discussion. The debriefing that follows should examine what students felt, thought 
about, or were confused about as they engaged in the strategy. Typically a list of questions 
or "I wonders" sets the stage for upcoming lessons. Listing students' "I wonders" and 
noting misconceptions serve to inform future planning. 

Research and future lessons. Depending on the age group and the topic under study, 
individuals, groups, or a combination of the teacher and groups will engage in research on 
questions and misconceptions that surfaced during the dramatic play. Typically, the 
results of the dramatic play comprise only a few of the big ideas for the unit. 

Role Play 
In contrast to dramatic play, role play tends to be more carefully organized and sequenced 
and allows the students to grapple with a problem situation and resolve it. In role playing, 
a few students enact a situation while the rest of the class act as observers. How a role
playing group resolves a problem - whether it be a decision about buying a bicycle (new 
or used, how to pay for it) or a decision about what to do if you witnessed a shoplifter 
while shopping in a toy store-becomes the focus for discussion and analysis after the 
enactment is completed. Role-playing situations are open-ended, and the role players are 
asked to figure out how to resolve the situation . 

The technique is often useful for helping students to develop a sense of social con
sciousness or to experience what it is like to "walk in another person's moccasins" and 
to view a problem from another person's perspective (Berman & Sheldon, 1990). 

In Role Playing in the Curriculum, Shaftel and Shaftel (1982) recommend nine steps 
for role play activities: 

1. "Warming up" the group - setting the stage, identifying the problem to be resolved 
2. Selecting the participants (For the early grades, it is usually a good idea to have the 

teacher as an active participant in the role play.) 
3. Preparing the audience to participate as observers (Establish with the observers what 

to look for, listen for, or think about). 
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4. Setting the stage (During this time, the role players should briefly plan what they are 
going to do. Since there is no script or predetermined answer, this should take only 
a few minutes. It merely involves the general line of action that is to occur. Steps 3 
and 4 usually occur simultaneously. While the role players are planning, the teacher 
prepares the audience). 

5. Role play enacting 
6. Discussing the enactment 
7. Further enacting (It is not necessary for every child to participate in an enactment. In 

fact, when this occurs the strategy usually loses its effectiveness because students must 
invent things to be different and the result is silliness and is not cost-effective). 

8. Further discussing 
9. Generalizing 

The debriefing/discussions and overall attention to the goals and big ideas are the keys 
to role play as an effective strategy. If used appropriately, it can enhance literacy skills 
and underscore the importance of thinking through decisions because they are usually 
multifaceted and do not have a single right answer. 

Simulations 
Simulations place students in situations that closely parallel those found in the real 
world. They simplify reality for the purpose of highlighting key ideas. The object is for 
each participant to make decisions and experience the consequences. The popularity 
of personal computers has enhanced the appeal of simulations. The California Gold 
Rush and Oregon Trail are two popular simulations for the middle grades that add a 
"real-world" dimension to instruction that many students find highly motivating. 

If a class were studying conflict and the concept of territoriality, the "Road Game" 
could be a powerful learning opportunity. This simulation involves teams of participants 
competing to build roads through each other's land. It helps students recognize how con
flicts develop as groups or nations pursue their own goals. Simulations, if properly 
selected, can go a long way in "making meaning" that includes empathy. 

A simulation developed by Bob Peterson titled "Building Miniature Houses-Simulating 
Inequality," helps students develop understandings about global injustice. In this simula
tion, students are placed into several groups, each of which is assigned the same task ( to 
construct a house) but given different (and unequal) resources (Bigelow & Peterson, 2002, 
pp. 71-72). After building their houses, as a class students compare the houses and evaluate 
them according to a set of criteria (e.g., durability, strength, and aesthetics). Students then 
participate in a discussion about the activity itself and the unequal distribution of resources 
across the globe. 

After you have decided that a specific simulation is the best way to accomplish your goals 
and develop the big ideas to ensure maximum effectiveness, you should follow a basic 
sequence. It includes overview, training, activity, and debriefing. In the overview phase, you 
introduce your students to the simulation-the goal, the challenges it presents, what you are 
trying to resolve, and so forth. You assign the roles and lay out the rules to be followed. 

During the training phase, you "walk through" the steps and confront potential problems . 
If the simulation requires groups, you work through both individual and group issues. 
Allow time for questions. Some teachers prefer to conduct a pre-training session with a 
select group of students, who then serve as mentors during the class training session. 

The simulation takes place during the activity phase. Your role as the teacher depends 
on the age level of the students, the complexity of the simulation, and the degree to 
which your students encounter difficulties. As the students gain confidence, your role 
shifts from clarifier to discussant to coach, and then finally to observer. Sometimes 
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teachers interrupt the simulation to provide students with opportunities to reflect on 
their actions and the strategic moves they have been making. 

At the conclusion of the simulation, it is important to facilitate a debriefing discussion 
that addresses the conclusions or generalizations acquired, the strategies that were most 
effective, and what was learned about people's behavior under the conditions provided 
by the simulation. With simulations it is critical that students understand that the simu
lation they experience is only an approximation of the experience of the real participants 
in the event or situation being simulated. Through a simulation alone, children cannot 
know what it is like to be discriminated against, to be enslaved, and so forth. (Of course, 
some of your students may very well understand the realities of the conditions being 
simulated from their life experience, but many students may not.) 

Mock Trials 
Enactments of trials include an element of competition that often stimulates high levels 
of student enthusiasm. Typically they are used in upper elementary grades during the 
study of government, with specific attention to the legal system. They tend to take a lot 
of time, and the logistics often overshadow the development of big ideas. If a mock trial 
is the best approach for your goals, consider having students complete much of the work 
outside of class. The mock trial involves three stages: 

Preparation. Introduce students to the purpose of a mock trial. Use fact sheets that 
explain information associated with both sides of the disputed issue. Next, identify the 
roles needed, assign them to individual members of the class, and provide these students 
with specific information about their responsibilities. Allocate time for students to 
engage in research in preparation for the trial. 

Enactment. Savage and Armstrong (2004) provide a comprehensive explanation of 
how to set up mock trials, including the following sequence for the enactment: 

• Opening of the court 
• Opening statements by attorneys, with the prosecuting attorney going first and the 

defense attorney following 
• Witnesses for the prosecution, with cross-examination by the defense attorney 
• Witnesses for the defense, with cross-examination by the prosecuting attorney 
• Closing arguments, with the defense going first 

Jury deliberations 
The verdict and adjournment 

During each step, the clerk and judge make certain routine statements. You may want 
to give a basic script to the students playing the roles so the enactment more closely 
resembles a real court session. 

Debriefing. During the debriefing, the big ideas are revisited and the general trial 
process is reexamined (to counteract students' tendency to focus only on the verdict). 

This is a strategy in which the teacher and students work together to construct classroom 
resources such as maps, charts, graphs, or lists of big ideas as lessons unfold. This 
approach reduces dependence on commercially produced materials that often are narrow 
in scope, too "busy" (crammed with too much information), or likely to create miscon
ceptions. Co-constructed mat erials have the handmade look of children's projects, and 
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yet their logic and construction reveals the involvement of an adult (Alleman, Brophy, & 
Knighton, 2003). 

Interactive timelines are examples of co-construction. Imagine yourself sharing a narra
tive with students about shelters in the cave days. Using a large sheet of paper and drawing a 
line horizontally to represent time, you could present through narrative big ideas, facts, 
humor, and appropriate drama as a way to establish a rich chronological story. Artifacts, 
cut-out pictures, drawings, and teacher sketches (visuals preferred by many students) 
engender a sense for the way things were for a specific time period and pave the way 
for explaining how and why things changed. 

Teaching about developments in transportation, for example, can be built around a time
line that begins with people traveling by foot and is structured around key inventions such as 
boats, wheeled vehicles, and engine-powered vehicles. Again, cut-out pictures, drawings, and 
teacher sketches serve as visual prompts during your presentation or an interactive narrative. 
This helps students realize that innovations such as dugout canoes for early water transpor
tation were significant advances achieved through creative use of available resources. After 
constructing a rich knowledge base through the use of stories and interactive discussion, 
students can make their own timelines. They will still use the co-constructed one as a guide 
as well as a visual prompt for the narratives that they may be asked to write in their journals. 

Another example of co-construction involves graphing. Instead of trying to teach 
graphing skills using arbitrary information (data for use in that exercise only), you can 
co-create a graph that aligns with your social studies lesson and guide the content and 
accuracy of the visual representation. 

Sequence charts or class-made books are other examples. Suppose you were teaching the 
land-to-hand steps in the story of bread. As you initially teach the sequence, you can create 
the chart as a class, using the language of your students. During quiet reading time or inde
pendent work time, students will feel at ease in reading the co-constructed resource and 
drawing on the familiar words for their journal writing to be included in the class book. 

When teachers and students co-construct a resource based on the big ideas in the lesson, 
it benefits both parties in several ways: Students feel energized and involved (as opposed to 
feeling passive or forced); they participate in the lesson and engage the content (since they 
are using what they have learned to create something new); and they render the content in 
their own words (making it easier for them to understand, remember, and work with later). 
The teacher relates to students as a member of the learning community (rather than only as 
an authority figure who stands alone and apart). Finally, both teacher and students have a 
visual display that they can use in the future (for reference, review, and example). 

While co-construction might initially seem like a strategy for the early grades, we 
have observed it used in upper grades with tremendous success. It is engaging and it par
ticularly benefits students who have difficulty focusing or have challenges with language, 
spelling, and the like. 

Field trips allow for direct experiential learning at sites within walking or short commut
ing distance from the school. Unfortunately, budgetary and liability concerns have 
reduced the frequency of field trips in recent years. However, the Internet has made it 
possible for students to take virtual field trips without leaving the school. Sometimes 
museums also have "traveling exhibitions" whereby museum artifacts can be delivered 
to the classroom for exploration and study. 

Many social studies units can be enriched through content-related field trips. For 
example, when studying the community and investigating the types of shelters available 
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and the building materials that are used , one of the best ways to !ear would be to walk 
around the neighborhood and observe first hand single versus multi ple dwellings, apart
ments, duplexes, condominiums, and manufactured homes and the resources used to 
construct them . 

The scope of the observations should be limited and focused. When studying local 
shelters, for example, it is not a good idea to meander from the goals and look at the 
types of vehicles parked in the driveways, the numbers of dogs and cats observed, or 
the objects on the lawns . Similarly, if you are planning a trip to a local museum as part 
of your study of the lifestyles of Native Americans from your area, spending time in the 
geological section focusing on the rock collection would be a distraction. Guidelines to 
follow for field trips include the following: 

Embed the learning opportunity within the context of the unit. 
Clearly establish the purpose or goal of the field trip. 
Make all the necessary preliminary arrangements and visit the site prior to taking 
your class. Anticipate potential challeng es or distractions. 
Prepare the class for the field trip. One way is to conduct a TWL activity: "What do we 
think we know about this? What do we want to find out?" Afterward, address "What did 
we learn?'' Another approach is to have students predict what they will see on the field trip. 

• As a class, prepare: 
(A) (B) (C) 

What will we see? How it (they) will appear. What we observed. 
Hold students accountable. You expect them to learn from the experience . 
Engage the students in appropriate follow-up activities. It is usually a good idea to have 
your students retrieve data on site and record it for later discussion. With young children , 
provide volunteers with forms for keeping track of information and recording students' 
responses. Older students can do their own note taking individually or in groups. Back 
in the classroom, revisit the information in order to clear up any misconceptions and 
underscore big ideas. Typically, field trip data are not adequately harvested . Follow-up 
activities should go beyond drawing pictures and writing thank-you notes. 

Many potential field trip sites would be nice to visit but are too costly or have other con
straints, such as schedules or numbers of observers allowed. Encourage families to visit them 
during out-of-school time (e.g., gathering specific data during the next trip to the super
market or credit union, or eliciting adult volunteers to take their children to an evening 
meeting of the school board or township and reporting their "findings" to the whole class). 

A case study is an intense examination of an event, person, or thing . In social studies, it 
can act as a way to help students see the personal and human aspects of a culture, of a 
historical period, or the relationship of a historical document, such as the Declaration of 
Independence or the U.S. Constitution, to a contemporary issue. For example, upper ele
mentary and middle school students typically study U.S. history. The U.S. Constitution 
and the Bill of Rights outlined basic values that continue to serve as criteria for judging 
the adequacy of our laws and actions. Students could be presented with a case focusing 
on the right to privacy as related to such areas as the Internet, wiretapping, televised sur
veillance of public places, or searches of school lockers, with the goal being to under
stand the legal issues related to the case and how they apply today and begin to realize 
that many legal issues involve a clash between two (or more) rights. Students can get a 
glimpse of how the courts balance rights and responsibilities and reach a decision. 



226 Powerful Social Studies for Elementary Stu dents 

The local bar association could be an excellent source for securing a speaker to address 
the judicial power of the Supreme Court. For example, if your class were examining the 
rights of people accused of committing crimes, you might ask the resource person to 
explain the Miranda vs. Arizona case, which requires the police to inform the arrested per
son of his/her rights, including the right to remain silent, or the Gideon vs. Wainright case, 
which guarantees defendants subject to jail sentences the right to legal counsel. Generally 
speaking, the case approach is most powerful when it emphasizes contemporary issues. 
Linking classic cases to the here and now has potential for enhancing meaning and for 
helping students realize that court decisions are informed by policies, laws, and past 
practices. Guidelines to follow when using the case study approach include: 

Introduce the case. 
Identify the basic facts and explain the unfamiliar terms. 
Pose the key questions related to the case that link to the goals and big ideas. 
Allow time for students to study the case individually or discuss in small groups . 
Conduct a whole-class discussion. 
Debrief to encourage your students to evaluate their reasoning by comparing their 
thinking to that of their peers as well as the judge who may have decided the case in 
a real court of law. Make sure the students adequately summarize and understand 
the relevant key ideas- for example, if the case were about privacy, the legal princi
ples related to that right. 

Many commercial sources of cases are prepared for classroom use. Real-World Inves
tigations for Middle and High School Social Studies (Hoge, 2004), for example, contains a 
host of cases that can be adapted for use in the elementary grades. One is titled "Manda
tory School Uniforms," which fits nicely with a government unit. It provides a real-world 
exploration of power, authority, and governance. 

A tried-and-true case method lesson sequence is called "No Vehicles in the Park." 
This lesson involves a fictitious town (Beautifica) that has an ordinance, "No Vehicles 
in the Park." Students read various scenarios of town residents using a vehicle in the 
park (e.g., children riding bicycles, a father jogging with his baby in a stroller, and the 
sanitation department driving garbage trucks to pick up trash) and determine whether 
the action in the scenario is a violat ion of the ordinance. Taking on the roles of plain
tiffs, defendants, and judges, students grapple with whether these scenarios violate the 
spirit of the law (and in so doing, learn to distinguish between the letter of the law and 
the spirit of the law). This lesson sequence could be incorporated into a unit on commu
nity or government. See the following website for directions for this case method lesson 
sequence, which is adapted from Citizen Education in the Law, Seattle, from Street Law: 
A Course in Practical Law (McMahon, & Arbetman, 2004): www.courts .wa.gov/education/ 
lessons/index.cfm 

Debate is a strategy used to highlight an issue by focusing attention on differing view
points. The positions individuals take during the debate often reveal the depth of their 
understanding of the issues. 

Debate is rarely used in elementary classrooms, for various reasons including lack of 
time. Social studies and literacy standards, however, call for students to learn to state a 
position and provide supporting evidence. These experiences pave the way for adult 
opportunities to actively engage in public debates related to civic action pursuits or poli
tics. As such, debate can play an important role in elementary social studies. 
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Students can get very excited about subject matter that lends itself to taking a position 
and engaging in spirited discourse. When teaching U.S. history, for example, as part of 
reviewing the contributions of past leaders a question for debate might be, "Which leader 
had the greatest impact and why?" A class studying the Revolutionary period might be 
asked to debate the question: "Was the war justified? Why or why not? Provide evidence 
and cite examples to support your position." Another class studying individual rights and 
responsibilities might debate: "Should our school enforce a dress code that calls for 
uniforms? Provide evidence and cite reasons for your recommendation." If you had just 
completed a unit on a state or region and were launching a unit focusing on another 
state or region, you might ask students to decide which state or region would be the 
better location for beginning a designated type of business . 

Preparing for a debate is an excellent way for students to sort through the issues and 
get clearer about what they think. Sometimes you might designate the position students 
must take in order to force them to grapple with both sides of the issue. Other times, 
especially if the class is divided in its position, you might allow students to stay with 
the view they initially favor. In either case, the task is to provide evidence, through 
research and concrete examples, that their position is more defensible . 

Debates can be carried out in a group format, with each group responsible for gather
ing data to support its position. Group leaders should be designated to facilitate the 
preparation. Spokespersons for each side will present their arguments. A large group 
discussion should follow. Key points to keep in mind in scaffolding a debate include: 

1. Establish classroom norms for civil discourse during the debate. 
2. The question or debate issue should be stated clearly, specifically, and pointedly. 
3. Each debate team should thoughtfully, and with adequate documentation, prepare 

its position. 
4. Some class time should be allotted for exploration of the issue, gathering appropri

ate information, and preparing for the formal presentation, but students should 
work on their position outside of class as well. 

5. Usually one class period is adequate for the debate . Time allotments for the speakers 
should be enforced. 

6. Speakers should not be interrupted, but open discussion can follow immediately after 
all positions have been expressed. 

7. Debating tactics should remain secondary to clear and forthright presentations of 
points of view and substantiation of claims. Examples to illustrate can add credibility 
to the position. 

Inquiry teaching, in one form or another, has been around for a long time. In fact, in 
John Dewey's classic book How We Think (1910), he outlined the basic steps of inquiry 
teaching that are still followed in principle. These steps include describing the key fea
tures of a problem or situation, suggesting possible explanations or solutions, gathering 
evidence that can be used to test the accuracy of the explanations or solutions, evaluating 
the solutions or explanations, and developing tentative conclusions. There are different 
approaches to teaching inquiry. We build upon the steps Banks (1990) outlined and 
offer suggestions for implementing the strategy. 

(1) Ask a question for inquiry. Sometimes students may come up with their own question 
for inquiry with your assistance, although you can also come up with the question on 
your own. Note: this should be an empirical question that can be researched (although 
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not always answered, if the evidence is inconclusive) using data. Questions that are 
ethical in nature (that usually start with "should") are not appropriate questions for 
inquiry and instead should be reserved for discussion or debate. 

(2) Pose a hypothesis to the question. Students should attempt to answer the question 
posed using their prior knowledge or logical reasoning. Students may pose different 
hypotheses, which you could label Hypothesis A, Hypothesis B, and so forth. Encourage 
them to draw upon what they know about the topic, to make an analogy, if relevant, 
and to use logic. Remind students that all hypotheses are valued, and that it is impor
tant to be open-minded to the fact that any of the proposed hypotheses are plausible. 

(3) Gather and analyze data related to the question. Generally, we suggest gathering the 
data for students because you will have better and easier access to high-quality, rele
vant resources, and you can screen them for readability by students. For students in 
the upper grades, however, you do not have to provide as much structure if they are 
able to do Internet searches or investigations (e.g., surveys, interviews) on their own. 
However, we suggest you continue to be involved in the data-collection process to 
ensure students are moving in a direction that will allow them to draw sound con
clusions. Help students analyze the data. We suggest providing graphic organizers 
to help students with the data analysis. 

(4) Determine whether to accept or reject the hypotheses. Have students return to the 
hypotheses posed and determine whether the evidence collected supports or refutes 
the hypotheses. As part of this step, students could make their tentative findings 
public by creating a poster or presentation describing the inquiry process and the 
new knowledge gleaned. 

Inquiry connotes "minds-on" learning-asking questions and exploring possibilities. It 
requires pulling ideas apart and putting them back together. It can be used at all grade levels; 
however, more guidance is needed in the early grades. While many experts characterize 
inquiry teaching as student-centered, we believe that it requires balance for it to be effective, 
with the teacher playing an active role throughout the process. We present some examples of 
questions for inquiry from a cross-section of disciplines. We remind you that "answering" the 
question for inquiry is not the goal; instead the focus should be on the process of inquiry. 

Historical Inquiry: The Jamestown Colony. You can help students explore possible 
explanations for the failure of Jamestown using both primary and secondary source 
materials. Students can corroborate an account with other accounts and evaluate the 
credibility of sources in their inquiry of what caused the colony's failure. See the H.S.I. 
(Historical Scene Investigations) website for resources for this and other historical inqui
ries: web.wm.edu/hsi/cases.html. 

Political Science Inquiry: Presidential Elections. There is a saying, "as goes Maine, so 
goes the nation" with regard to U.S. presidential elections. Using electoral and popular elec
tion political maps (available on the Internet), have students chart states' voting patterns 
over time compared to the results of national elections. Students could pursue the question, 
"Since 1952, which state is the best predictor of the outcomes of presidential elections?" 
Students could also answer quest ions related to the electoral college and the popular vote. 

Economic Inquiry: Specialization . Students can pursue the following question: "How 
does specialization and division of labor increase productivity?" through examination of 
a variety of kinds of data. They could interview factory owners or employees to learn first
hand how division of labor leads to higher production. To generate their own data for 
analysis, students could participate in a simulation where half the class makes a product 
(such as a birthday card) and each student performs all the steps involved (as in craft 
industry) and half the class makes a product through an assembly line (where each student 
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performs one assigned step or task). After a certain amount of time, the two groups co\j 
compare how many cards each group created and discuss how specialization and divisi( 
of labor influenced the results. Students could also discuss the economic benefits of , 
assembly line as well as the tradeoffs ( e.g., creativity and craftsmanship). 

Geographical Inquiry: Development of Cities. Students can pursue the followir 
question: "How do physical characteristics explain where cities develop?" For data, ye 
can gather a series of "case studies" of U.S. cities that explain their history and sho 
their physical geography. Through their analysis, students will learn, for example, th, 
cities often develop on waterways for purposes of trade, transportation, and defense. 

Summary 
Because of the diversity of social studies content, the 
subject lends itself to a broad range of teaching strategies 
in addition to the ones discussed in earlier chapters. Pre
sentation of content can be enriched through lecturettes 
and demonstrations, storytelling and the use of visuals, 
and investigation of primary historical sources and arti
facts. A particularly useful strategy in the elementary 
grades is teacher and student co-construction oflearning 
resources, such as timelines, maps, charts, graphs, or lists 
of big ideas. Other sources of enrichment include several 
forms of creative dramatics (dramatic play, role play, 
simulations, and mock trials). Field trips and case studies 
provide opportunities for in-depth study of particular 
examples of concepts or principles emphasized in a 
unit. Debates provide an engaging way for students to 
learn and think about enduring issues, especially those 
that involve conflicts between basic rights or principles 
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Think carefully about your selection of teaching 
strategies to ensure they match your goals, promote 
understanding of the big ideas, are at the appropriate 
level of difficulty, do not call for the development of 
new content and skills simultaneously, and are cost 
effective in terms of time and trouble. Using a variety 
of strategies over time acknowledges diversity and estab
lishes the groundwork for an interesting, engaging, and 
meaningful social studies program. 
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Your Turn: Strategies for Teaching Elementary Social Studies 
Study an upcoming social studies unit carefully with 
an eye toward adding at least one new strategy that will 
potentially make the learning experience more memorable 
for your students. Ask yourself the following questions 
to ensure that you have made an intelligent choice: 

What strategy, if added, could enhance under
standing of the selected set of big ideas? 
Does the strategy match the goals and is it 
appropriate for the content I have selected? 
Do the students fwve the necessary skills to be 
successful with the strateg, ·? 

What unique features does the selected strategy 
have-and have I adequately addressed them? 

• Have I clearly thought through my role and func
tion as the teacher? Students' roles and functions? 
Have I mentally mapped the steps/procedures that 
need to be followed? 

• How can I describe what the strategy will look like 
to an outsider when in process in my classroom? 
What sorts of behaviors and understandings do 
I expect my students to acquire as the result of 
the selected strategy? 




