
HOW DO I SELECT POWERFUL 
GOALS AND POWERFUL 
CONTENT? 

Danielte Dosk1~ Fjrst .. Year Teachf?r 

Among the long list of responsibilities assigned to me as a teaching intern · in a 
third grade classroom, my masters-level professors w,owd co:o,tini:tally push in,y 
peers and .me to reflect on the content we selected to tear::h our ,~tudents; One, exer
cise we woulcl frequentlyiengage i,~ w!,f s!:iggi,ng.i:ntp our :n;iemories··~ .eiementilrr 
or middle school students when detenpining how we could c;reate a positive and 
produ,ctive learning community within all of oµr classrooms; Certainly no one 
dwelied on the textbooks lessons; insth d, it was the out-of-the-box projects and 
activities that intrigued and pushed us to wofk,.hai-der tli~n we,thoughtwas 'possi
fble. I can still remember dressing pp as the Wrightbrothers i ~th . a friend and 
teaching my classmates about what contributions these brothers made to society. 
It really personalized learning for me. It was in these moments of reflection that I 

decided l wanted to create units that students .. - ~ 

w:ou1d·.remember yt.ars latei:. 
Achieving "powerful sodal studies teach

ing" can appear overwhelming and impossi
ble. There is no way that teachers, even with 
a social studies m<,ljor, will know irl d,epth all 
of the content they will be teaching; nor 
should a teac::her pretend t-0 know everything. 
But teachers should learn the content they are 
teaching by diving into the material them 

"' selves, modeling a spirit of investigation to 
i their students. In doing so, they will be able 
: to determine the powerful ideas that are most 
: important and worth spending time teaching. 
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Ka.t(;n Te(ry, Experienced T tJacher 

When I began teaching fifth grade social studies, 11 years ago, I was determined to 
make .. a lasting impact on n;iy students. I .was not going to provide tht:;m with .the 
useless informati011 I was handed some years prior. Well, as e~eryone knows being a 

· 1'-1:rst-year teacher is very overwhelming. I found myself scrambling to get in every
thing that was requirea of me each .4ilY· My plan for teaching social studks with 
some ''oomph" haa fallen' by the w~yside" quite <fwcldf The curriculum .. was in 
front of me, along witn a healthy-sized textbook This ·would be IIly Savin~ grace. 
All J' d need to dq was go chapter by chapter wi.th my students; reading the sections, 
and of course answering tire questions .. (in complete sentences!) at the end of each 
chapter. There was little time for class discussion. since I had so much material to 
cover in such a short amount of time. My success ( or so I thought) was when my 
students passed the test that accompanied each chapter. You know the kind of test 
I'm talking about . .. mostly recall questions, maybe some true/false, matching, and 
of course those multiple choice questions that have at least two ridiculous answers. 
At that time, and for at least the next five years, I really thought I was providing my 
students with a solJd social studies education. I could not have been more mistaken. 

It took me several years to realize that the run-of-the-mill textbook should not 
be the grounds for any curriculum, especially social studies. I had fallen victim to 
a textbook drivert curriculu m, where students were required to memorize the 
trivial and insignificant events and ideas. Textbooks are not specific to one's 
own st<;1te standard s or benchma rks. The information provided can be quite 
superficial and can tend to present one-sided or even biased information . I 
have found it best to corroborate the information from the text with at least 
two or tHree other (reliable) sources. This allQws students to learn that varying 
perspectives are evident in history, and allows them to make their own judg
ments based the information.. I discovered that . when I limited tne time spent in 
the textbook and looked to other resources (primary/secondary sources, video dips, 
and so forth.), the stugents were more engaged in the lesson therefore making it 
more meaningful to them. 

In this chitpter, .you will learn that social studies teaclring and learning .is 
most powerful when it is meaningful, integrative, value-based, <:hallenging and 
active. I· strive to make my lessons mean'ingjul by not only indentifying intended 
outcomes of each lesson, but providing students with a deeper understanding of 
important ideas. l integrate social studies quite easily into other content areas, 
suclr as Englislr Language Arts. Students are able to begin making those neces
sary connections wlren they see historical idea,s outside of the social studies cur
riculum. Value-based to me is when students uncover biases and varying 
perspect ives in lristory. They need to learn to make their own judgments of his
torical events based on what tlrey have learned. To facilitate this, I've recently 
started administering DBEs (document based exercises) to my st:udents. The 
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s.•· •. :<': .~ 

chaflengi71g cotnponent for students when·totripleting a DBE is .to frrst eiami.rie 

multiple docl.Ullents/souI"Ces, next make., mfere~c~s (~hich could. be· ba:std .on
ptfor kn~wledge) about the doqutnents~ and last answ¢r an., in-depth written 
response questiQn. The final quality of powerful teaching, t:ictive, can he 
diftictllt, ,but yo~ can make:. your lessons botg, minds-on and hands-on ~()ugh 
thorough ·and thoughtful prepa.tatiqh. You want fo make each lesson one from 

. which students .will retain. important ideas :by playing an active tole· in ,their 
learning. 

A curriculum is not an end in itself but a means, a tool for accomplishing 
educational goals. These goals are learner outcomes-the knowledge, skills, attitudes , 

values, and dispositions to action that one wishes to develop in students. Ideally, 

curriculum planning and implementa tion decisions will be driven by these goals. 
Each component-the basic content, the ways that this content is represented and 
explicated to students, the questions that will be asked, the types of teacher-student 
and student- student discourse that will occur, the activities and assignments, and 

the methods that will be used to assess progress and grade performance-will be 
included because it is believed to be needed as a means for moving students toward 

accomplishment of the major goals. The goals are the reason for the existence of 
the curriculum, and beliefs about what is needed to accomplish them should guide 
each step in curriculum planning and implementation. 

Today's social studies text book series feature broad but shallow coverage of a 
great range of topics and skills. Lack ing coherence of flow or structuring around 

key ideas developed in depth , they are experienced as parades of disconnected 

facts and isolated skills exercises. These problems have evolved as an unintended 
consequence of publishers' efforts to satisfy state and district curricular guidelines 
that feat ure long lists of topics and skills to be covered rather than succinct 

statements of major goals to be accomplished. If teachers use the textbooks and 
their accompanying ancillary materials and follow the manuals' lesson development 

instructions, the result will be a reading!recitation!seatwork curriculum geared 

toward memorizing disconnected knowledge and practicing isolated skills. 
Nevertheless, this is what many teachers do, because most elementary teachers and 

many secondary teachers who are assigned to teach social studies courses have not 

had enough social studies prepara tion even to allow them to develop a coherent view 

of what social education is all about, let alone a rich base of social education 
knowledge and an associated repertoire of pedagogical techniques. Acting on the 

assumption that the series has been developed by experts far more knowl edgeable 
about social education purposes and goals than they are, often teachers tend to 
concentrate on the procedural mechanics of implementat ion when planning lessons 

and activities, without giving much thought to their purposes or how they might fit 
into the larger social education program. 
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The first of these two italicized paragraphs summarizes the classical view of curriculum 
development as a goal-oriented process. The second paragraph summarizes findings of 
recent research on the status of social studies. The contrasts between the two paragraphs 
reflect major challenges that we see in contemporary social education. 

An important reason for these challenges is that publishers of social studies textbooks 
and the teachers who depend on them have lost the forest for the trees-they have lost 
sight of the major, long-term goals that reflect the purposes of social education and 
should drive the development and enactment of social studies curricula. Textbook 
teachers' editions, pacing guides, lesson plans downloaded from the Internet, and other 
contemporary materials often emphasize knowledge and skill-oriented "goals" that are 
better described as objectives or behavioral indicators. They typically refer to discon
nected facts or skill sets that, when taught in isolation, are not retained. Because of how 
they are taught-"grill and drill"-it does not even occur to students that they could be 
applied in other settings. 

This approach lowers the level of intention and instruction. Recalling the names of 
the states and capitals or battles and generals, naming the longest river in the world, or 
listing the steps in how a bill becomes a law are of little importance unless these facts are 
used in consort with explanations associated with big ideas. 

Consequently, we are calling for a return to the notion of developing curricula as a 
means to accomplish major goals with an inclusion of knowledge/skill performance indi
cators where appropriate . To be most valuable for curriculum planning, these goals will 
need to be phrased in terms of intended student outcomes - capabilities and dispositions 
to be developed in students and used in their lives inside and outside of school, both 
now and in the future. 

We will consider two connected sets of goals as guides for planning curriculum and 
instruction in elementary social studies. The first set is generic to powerful teaching in 
any school subject, and the second set is specific to social studies. 
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The academic disciplines are a means of generating and systematizing knowledge. The 
school subjects that draw from them are a means of preparing students for life in our society 
by equipping them with essential knowledge, skills, values, and dispositions. We want stu
dents not just to learn what we teach them in school, but to access and use it in appropriate 
application situations. These goals will not be met if students merely memorize disconnected 
bits of information long enough to pass tests, then forget most of what they "learned." 

Consequently, in planning curriculum and instruction in any school subject, it is 
important to emphasize the goals of understanding, appreciation, and life application. 
Understanding means that students learn both the individual elements in a network of 
related content and the connections among them so that they can explain the content 
in their own words. True understanding goes beyond the ability to define concepts or 
supply facts. It involves making connections between new learning and prior knowledge, 
subsuming the new learning within larger networks of knowledge and recognizing 
at least some of its potential applications. For example, in a unit on government and 
a lesson on voting, a goal might be to help students understand voting and how the 
process works in the United States. 

Appreciation means that students value the learning because they recognize that 
there are good reasons for learning it. Along with potential practical applications, 
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these reasons include the roles that the learning might play in enhancing the quality of 
the learners' lives. In the case of social studies, students might appreciate the value 
of their learning for helping them understand how the world as we know it came 
to be and what is occurring in it now, as well as for helping them make personal 
and civic decisions. They also might come to appreciate their own developing 
understandings - to take pride in seeing how what they have learned applies to their 
own lives, to appreciate their attainment of new insights, or to enjoy interpreting or 
predicting current events or enhancing their knowledge by reading or watching pro
grams on social issues. In a unit on money and a lesson focusing on children donating 
money to help others, an appreciation goal might be to help students appreciate what it 
means to be a good citizen by learning about the what, why, and how of age
appropriate social actions that they can undertake in and out of school by actually 
donating time and money. 

Life application goals are accomplished to the extent that students retain their learning in 
a form that makes it usable when needed in other contexts. Too often, the knowledge 
taught in social studies is not applicable in life outside of school, or if it, is the potential 
life applications are not made explicit. This is why we encourage you to include home
work as a part of your overall planning. See Chapter 13 for a discussion of meaningful 
homework. Provide life application assignments that encourage students to interact with 
their family and community members to enhance the meaningfulness of the big ideas/ 
skills that are introduced and discussed in the classroom. For example, when teaching 
about absolute and relative locations, design home assignments that call for students to 
discuss with family members how and when these big ideas apply to situations they 
encounter. (For example, in planning for the number of hours required for travel and 
the means of transportation, identifying the relative location of the destination is proba
bly all that is needed, but if you need to have a package delivered to a specific individual, 
the absolute location would be necessary.) 

Research on Teaching for Understanding 
Throughout the rest of the book, we will use the term "teaching for understanding" as 
shorthand for "teaching for understanding, appreciation, and life application of subject
matter knowledge." Recently, there has been a confluence of theorizing, research, and 
publication of guidelines by professional organizations, all focusing on what is involved 
in teaching for understanding. Analyses of these efforts have identified a set of principles 
that are common to most if not all of them (Bransford, Brown, & Cocking, 1999). These 
common elements, which might be considered components in a model of good subject
matter teaching, include the following: 

1. The curriculum is designed to equip students with knowledge, skills, values, and dis
positions that they will find useful both inside and outside of school. 

2. Instructional goals emphasize developing student expertise within an application 
context, emphasizing conceptual understanding of knowledge and self-regulated 
application of skills. 

3. The curriculum balances breadth with depth by addressing limited content but 
developing this content sufficiently to foster conceptual understanding. 

4. The content is organized around a limited set of powerful ideas (basic understand
ings and principles). 

5. The teacher's role is not just to present information but also to scaffold and respond 
to students' learning efforts. 

6. The students' role is not just to absorb or copy information but also to actively 
make sense and construct meaning. 
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7. Students' prior knowledge about the topic is elicited and used as a starting place for 
instruction, which builds on accurate prior knowledge but also stimulates conceptual 
change if necessary. 

8. Activities and assignments feature tasks that call for decision making, problem solv
ing, or critical thinking, not just memory or reproduction. 

9. Higher-order thinking skills are not taught as a separate skills curriculum. Instead, 
they are developed in the process of teaching subject-matter knowledge within 
application contexts that call for students to relate what they are learning to their 
lives outside of school. 

10. The teacher creates a social environment in the classroom that could be described as a 
learning community featuring discourse or dialogue designed to promote understanding. 

These generic goals and key features involved in teaching school subjects for under
standing are implied in what we say about good teaching in the rest of this book. In addition, 
we emphasize the goals of powerful social studies teaching as identified in a position 
statement published by the National Council for the Social Studies (NCSS) (2010). 

X :. ~ } F ' '="' V : / 
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Principle 4: Establishing Learning Orientations: Teachers can prepare students for 
learning by providing ah initial structure to clarify intended outcomes 1:1nd cue desired 
learning strategies. Teachers introduce students to the powerful goals and content 
they select for their students to motivate. students to learn thE! content and to provide 
stu<;lents a "roadmapn of what they will be learning. Principle 11: Goal"'Oriented Assess
ment: The teacher uses a variety of formal and intr;,rmal 1:1ssessment methods to monitor 
progress toward learning goals. The goals and content the teacher selects should align 
with the assessments usf;}d to measure student growth. Alignment of activities, goals, and 
assessment is critical for making valid determinations of students' learning of the content. 
Please see Chapter 14 for a more in•depth description of E!a~h principle. 

Powerful social studies teaching helps students develop social understanding and civic 
efficacy. Social understanding is integrated knowledge of the social aspects of the 
human condition: how they have evolved over time, the variations that occur in different 
physical environments and cultural settings, and emerging trends that appear likely to 
shape the future. Civic efficacy is readiness and willingness to assume citizenship respon
sibilities. It is rooted in social studies knowledge and skills, along with related values 
(such as concern for the common good) and dispositions (such as an orientation toward 
confident participation in civic affairs). 

The 2008 NCSS Position Statement identifies Five Qualities of Poweiful Teaching neces
sary for social studies teaching and learning to accomplish its social understanding and civic 
efficacy goals: meaningful, integrative, value-based, challenging, and active (NCSS, 2008). 

A1eaningful. The content selected for emphasis is worth learning because it promotes 
progress toward important social understanding and civic efficacy goals, and teaching 
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methods help students to see how the content relates to those goals. As a result, students' 
learning efforts are motivated by appreciation and interest, not just by accountability and 
grading systems. Students acquire dispositions to care about what is happening in the 
world around them and to use the thinking frameworks and research skills of social 
science professionals to gather and interpret information. As a result, social learning 
becomes a lifelong interest and a basis for informed social action. 

Instruction emphasizes depth of development of important ideas within appropriate 
breadth of topic coverage. Rather than cover too many topics superficially, the teacher 
covers limited topics and focuses this coverage around the most important content. 

The significance of the content is emphasized in presenting it to students and devel
oping it through activities. New topics are framed with reference to where they fit within 
the big picture, and students are alerted to their citizenship implications. Students are 
asked to relate new knowledge to prior knowledge, to think critically about it, and to 
use it to construct arguments or make informed decisions. 

Teachers' questions promote understanding of important ideas and stimulate thinking 
about their potential implications. Teacher-student interactions emphasize thoughtful 
discussion of connected major themes, not rapid-fire recitation of miscellaneous bits of 
information. 

Meaningful learning activities and assessment strategies focus students' attention on the 
most important ideas embedded in what they are learning. The teaching emphasizes authen
tic activities and assessment tasks-opportunities for students to engage in the sorts of appli
cations of content that justify the inclusion of that content in the curriculum in the first 
place. For example, instead of labeling a map, students might plan a travel route and sketch 
landscapes that a traveler might see on the route. Instead of copying the Bill of Rights, 
students might discuss or write about its implications for particular court cases. Instead of 
filling in a blank to complete a statement of a principle, students might use the principle to 
make predictions about a case example or to guide their strategies in a simulation game. 

The teacher is reflective in planning, implementing, and assessing instruction. Reflective 
teachers work within state and district guidelines, but they adapt and supplement those 
guidelines and their instructional materials in ways that support their students' social 
education needs. In particular, they select and represent content to students in ways that 
connect it with the students' interests and with local history, cultures, and issues. 

Integra tive. Powerful social studies teaching crosses disciplinary boundaries to address 
topics in ways that promote social understanding and civic efficacy. Its content is 
anchored by themes, generalizations, and concepts drawn from the social studies founda
tional disciplines. However, these are supplemented by ideas drawn from the arts, sciences, 
and humanities, from current events, and from local examples and students' experiences. 

Powerful social studies teaching is also integrative across time and space, connecting 
with past experiences and looking ahead to the future. It helps students to appreciate 
how aspects of the social world function, not only in their local community and in the 
contemporary United States but also in the past and in other cultures. 

Powerful social studies teaching also integrates knowledge, skills, beliefs, values, and 
dispositions to action. In particular, it teaches skills as tools for applying content in nat
ural ways. The teaching includes effective use of technology when it can add important 
dimensions to learning. Students may acquire information through films, videos, web
sites, and other electronic media, and they may use computers to compose, edit, and 
illustrate research reports. Live or computer-based simulations allow students to apply 
important ideas in authentic decision-making contexts. 

Finally, powerful social studies teaching can be integrated across the curriculum. It 
provides opportunities for students to read and study text materials, appreciate art and 
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literature, communicate orally and in writing, observe and take measurements, develop 
and display data, and in other ways to conduct inquiry and synthesize findings using 
knowledge and skills taught in other school subjects. It is important, however, to see 
that these integrative activities support progress toward social understanding and civic 
efficacy goals. 

Value-based. Powerful social studies teaching considers the ethical dimensions of topics, 
so it provides an arena for reflective development of concern for the common good and 
application of social values. Students are made aware of potential social policy implications 
and taught to think critically and make value-based decisions about related social issues. 

Such teaching encourages recognition of opposing points of view, respect for well
supported positions, sensitivity to cultural similarities and differences, and a commitment 
to social responsibility and action. It recognizes the reality and persistence of tensions but 
promotes positive human relationships built on understanding and willingness to search 
for the common good. 

Challenging. Students are expected to strive to accomplish the instructional goals 
through thoughtful participation in lessons and activities and careful work on assignments. 
The teacher encourages the class to function as a learning community, using reflective 
discussion to work collaboratively to deepen understandings of the meanings and 
implications of content. 

The teacher stimulates and challenges students' thinking by exposing them to many 
information sources that include varying perspectives on topics and offer conflicting 
opinions on controversial issues. Students learn to listen carefully and respond thought
fully, citing relevant evidence and arguments. They are challenged to come to grips with 
controversial issues, to participate assertively but respectfully in group discussions, and to 
work productively with peers in cooperative learning activities. 

Active, Powerful social studies teaching and learning is rewarding, but it demands 
a great deal from both teachers and students. It requires thoughtful preparation and 
instruction by the teacher and sustained effort by the students to make sense of and 
apply what they are learning. 

Rather than mechanically follow instructions in a manual, the teacher adjusts goals 
and content to students' needs, uses a variety of instructional materials, plans field trips 
or visits by resource people, develops current or local examples to relate content to stu
dents' lives, plans questions to stimulate reflective discussion, plans activities featuring 
authentic applications, scaffolds students' work in ways that provide them with needed 
help but also encourages them to assume increasing responsibility for managing their 
own learning, structures the classroom as a communal learning environment, uses 
accountability and grading systems that are compatible with these instructional goals 
and methods, and monitors reflectively and adjusts as necessary. The teacher also adjusts 
plans to developing circumstances, such as "teachable moments" that arise when 
students ask questions, make comments, or offer challenges worth pursuing. 

Students develop new understandings through a process of active construction. They 
process content by relating it to what they already know (or think they know) about the 
topic, striving to make sense of what they are learning. They develop a network of con
nections that link the new content to preexisting knowledge and beliefs anchored in their 
prior experience. Sometimes the learning involves conceptual change because the stu
dents discover that some of their beliefs are inaccurate and need to be modified. The 
construction of meaning required to develop important social understandings takes time 
and is facilitated by interactive discourse. Clear explanations and modeling from 
the teacher are important, but so are opportunities to answer questions, discuss or debate 
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the meanings and implications of content, or use the content in activities that call for tack
ling problems or making decisions. 

Teacher and student roles shift as learning progresses. Early in a unit, the teacher may 
need to provide considerable guidance by modeling, explaining, or supplying informa
tion that builds on students' existing knowledge . The teacher also may assume much of 
the responsibility for structuring and managing learning activities at this stage. As stu
dents develop expertise, however, they can begin to assume responsibility for regulating 
their own learning by asking questions and by working on increasingly complex applica
tions with increasing degrees of autonomy. 

The teaching emphasizes authentic activities that call for using content for accom
plishing life applications. Critical-thinking dispositions and abilities are developed 
through policy debates or assignments calling for critique of currently or historically 
important policies, not through artificial exercises in identifying logical or rhetorical 
flaws. Students engage in cooperative learning, construct models or plans, recreate his
torical events that shaped democratic values or civic policies, role play and simulation 
activities (such as mock trials or simulated legislative activities), interview family mem
bers, and collect data on the Internet or in the local community. Such activities help 
them to develop social understandings that they can explain in their own words and 
can apply in appropriate situations. 

Social studies teaching is powerful when it relates to children's lives beyond the 
schoolhouse walls, when it is taught in ways that integrate the disciplines it encompasses 
as well as other relevant subject areas, when it requires students to act and think in ways 
that require them to embrace the core democratic values, when it requires students to 
use analytic and higher-order thinking skills, and when it engages students in active 
rather than passive ways. Does it sound impossible to plan lessons that do all these 
things? While occasionally a teacher (an experienced one!) may create a social studies 
lesson that may achieve all of these qualities, generally no one lesson can or is expected 
to do so. Instead, each social studies lesson should reflect some of these qualities, and 
one's social studies teaching throughout the entire school year should encompass all 
five qualities, with different emphases for different lessons. 

Planning lessons that incorporate all five NCSS qualities can be difficult. :Unfortu, 
nately, much social studies teaching does not reflect these five qualities. However,, 
we believe i:t is critical for aspiring educators to see these qualities "in practice." 
PowerfuLand Authent ic Social Studies (PASS) is ca professional development program 
designed to improve teaching, improve student achievement, and promote a c;ulture 
of improvement. One of the PASS materials is videos of K-12 teachiAg and, learn
ing that is reflective of these qualities . See www.socialstudies.o rg/pass for more 
information on theresources and workshops. 

Review the guiding questions we introduced in Chapter 1 
and compare them to NCSS's five qua.lities. How will 

your social studies teaching reflect these guiding 
questions and qualities of powerful srJcial studies? 
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So far we have used the term "powerful" quite often (we use "powerful ideas" and "big 
ideas interchangeably). This is a key descriptor for the kind of social studies education 
we hope you plan and teach. We believe it is critical that social studies lessons focus on 
powerful ideas rather than the trivial or insignificant. From your perspective, is it more 
important to understand the causes and outcomes of the Civil War or to be able to recite 
the names of all the battles fought in the war? Why? The importance of powerful ideas 
has been recognized at least since Dewey (1902, 1938), who emphasized using powerful 
ideas to connect subject matter to children's prior knowledge in ways that made their 
learning experiences transformative. Transformative learning does not merely add to 
our fund of knowledge but enables us to see some aspect of the world in a new way, 
such that we find new meaning in it and value the experience (Girod & Wong, 2002). 
When students explore in depth the concept of biological adaptation, for example, they 
begin to notice aspects of the appearance and behavior of animals that they did not 
notice before, and to hypothesize about relationships between these observed traits and 
the ways that animals have adapted to their environments (Pugh, 2002). 

Others who have addressed the classical curricular question of what is most worth 
teaching have reached similar conclusions. Whether they refer to powerful ideas, key 
ideas, generative ideas, or simply big ideas (Smith & Girod, 2003), they converge on the 
conclusion that certain aspects of school subjects have unusually rich potential for appli
cation to life outside of school-most notably, powerful ideas developed with focus on 
their connections and applications. 

Poweiful ideas have several distinctive clzaracteristics. They are fundamental to 
the subject area in general and the major instructional goals in particular. In the context 
of elementary social studies, we consider ideas to be powerful ( or big, key, generative, or 
transformative) to the extent that they help students develop connected understandings 
of how significant aspects of the social system work, how and why they got to be that way 
over time, how and why they vary across locations and cultures, and what all of this might 
mean for personal, social, and civic decision making. Powerful ideas are embedded within 
networks of knowledge and connected to other powerful ideas. Teaching about an object, 
tool, or action principle, for example, ordinarily would include attention to propositional 
knowledge (e.g., knowledge about what it is and why and how it was developed), procedural 
knowledge (how to use it), and conditional knowledge (when and why to use it). 

Some aspects of a topic are inherently more generative or transformative than others. 
Powerful teaching about a state, for example, would call attention to its salient historical 
and geographic features, especially those that help explain its current population makeup 
and economic emphases. In contrast, there is little or no application potential in teaching 
about the state's flag, song, bird, and so forth. 

We developed our appreciation of the power of big ideas through our research on the 
activities included or suggested in the teachers' editions of social studies textbook series. 
We found many good activities, but also many others that were mostly busywork: word 
searches, cutting and pasting, coloring, connecting dots, memorizing state capitals and 
state symbols. In analyzing what made the good activities good and the bad ones bad, 
we noted that the former consistently were focused around significant goals and big 
ideas, but the latter were not. Furthermore, we came to realize that a focus on goals 
and big ideas is important not only to help ensure that students perceive the content as 
interesting, relevant, and worth learning, but also to help ensure that the activities based 
on this content are authentic and engaging. 
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A goal-oriented curriculum designed to teach important ideas for understanding 
and application will provide a basis for authentic activities that call for students to 
think critically and creatively in the process of conducting inquiry, solving problems , 
or making decisions. In contrast, a parade-of-facts curriculum restricts one's options 
to reading, recitation, and seatwork activities-mostly low-level ones calling for retrieval 
of definitions or facts (matching, filling in blanks) or isolated practice of part-skills. You 
cannot improve parade-of-facts curricula simply by replacing their worksheets with 
better activities; you must first replace the knowledge component, or at least supple
ment it in ways that emphasize big ideas that can provide a content base capable of 
supporting better activities. (If you doubt this, try designing worthwhile activities 
based on information about the states' flags, songs, or birds .) Big ideas lend themselves 
to authentic applications, of which many will be generative and even transformative; 
trivial facts do not. 

Reflect on social studies teaching you have observed. 
What were some facts, and what l}'ere powerful 

ideas of the lessons? Which are,more ; 
memorable: facts or powerful ideqs? Why? Vi 

:~Pianning s Goal-Oriented Topical Wnits C 

The NCSS (2010) guidelines endorse the idea that social studies skills should be taught 
as an integral part of the program . This good advice is often violated or ignored. The 
content expectations of state and national standards are typically skill-based and easily 
measurable. With the current pressures of standardized testing, teachers often never get 
beyond the knowledge and skill goals. 

For example, recently we observed two different approaches to writing persuasive 
essays. In the first case, the teacher told the students that they were going to learn 
how to write such essays because they needed to be able to do so for the upcoming 
state test. After minimal modeling or formal instruction and lots of moans and groans, 
students were given time to practice. Even though they were given choices about what 
to write, they approached the assignment as a perfunctory task. In the second class, the 
teacher had taught the basics of persuasion and essay writing in literacy. As part of 
their unit on Canada, students were asked to write essays persuading their families 
that a trip to Canada would be a great choice for their next vacation. Before they 
launched into the writing, they reviewed the basics of a persuasive essay and brain
stormed all of the possible ideas that might convince their families. The essays would 
be sent home, and family members would be invited to come to class, comment on the 
essays, and react to their persuasive arguments. This context of authenticity promoted 
interest . In fact, students were highly engaged and complained that the class period was 
too short. 

Instructional units featuring interdisciplinary treatment of topics provide the best basis 
for selecting and organizing content for elementary social studies since it is impossible to 
study history without drawing upon content from geography, economics, and civics. (Unit 
plans, which are described in Chapter 4, include a series of lessons that may span several 
days or weeks and are connected by common themes, goals, and big ideas). In comparison 
to disciplinary structures, topical units offer more flexibility concerning the nature and 
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sources of content. Guided by the social understanding and civic efficacy goals of socii 
studies, the teacher can include any sources of content and skills that seem appropriat c 
drawing not only from the social studies foundational disciplines (history, geography, an 
the social sciences), but from the arts, sciences, and humanities, from current events, an 
from the students' familial and cultural backgrounds. Students can learn disciplinary con 
tent within the context of studying a topic or issue that is meaningful to their lives. Ofte 
skill sets introduced in other content areas are useful in promoting meaningfulness. 

The unit approach also offers flexibility with respect to teaching methods and learning activ 
ities. There is no exclusive reliance on direct instruction, inquiry, or any other single approad 
There will be variation, both across units and across subtopics within units, in the proportio : 
of time spent introducing new information, developing comprehension of key ideas througl 
discourse, or engaging students in inquiry or application activities. The kinds of activitie 
emphasized will vary with the content and learning outcomes to be developed. Thus, student 
might generate a report or product relating to one subtopic but engage in debate about anothe1 
Where subtopics lend themselves to it, activities would include hands-on projects, site visiti 
collection of data in the home or neighborhood, or other experiential learning. 

We do not mean to imply that all topical units are effective. Such units will not hav 
much value if they are developed around topics that do not have much potential a 
vehicles for accomplishing important social studies goals. Also, even if the topic is we] 
chosen, it may not be developed in goal-oriented ways. The subtopics selected for empha 
sis might be trite details rather than powerful ideas, or the treatment might amount to : 
parade of disconnected facts that leaves students without a network of usable knowledg<: 
In fact, most of the problems with contemporary instructional materials can be traced tc 
poor development of topics rather than to the choice of the topics themselves. 

It ought to be easy to focus social studies instruction on important topics and develo1 
these topics with an emphasis on powerful ideas. Teachers would only need to pose th, 
following questions and then follow through accordingly: 

1. What topics are most useful as bases for advancing my students' social understandin i 
and civic efficacy? 

2. What are the most important understandings about the topics that my students wil 
need to develop, and how do these connect to one another and to related skills 
values, and dispositions? 

If major social education goals were used in this way to guide curriculum develop 
ment and instructional planning, they would yield coherent social studies programs 
However, major social understanding and civic efficacy goals tend to get lost as opera 
tional plans are developed for implementing state and district curriculum guidelines 
Planning gets driven by content and skill coverage lists rather than major goals. Conten 
standards, benchmarks, performance indicators, and even pacing guides are rarely writter 
as goals and often appear very disjointed. As a result, the content of many lessons anc 
even entire units becomes disconnected and trite, often lacking in life-application potentia 
and thus having little social education value. For example, Naylor and Diem (1987, p. 51 
cited the following hierarchy of curriculum goals as typical for social studies: 

District-wide goal (taken from the NCSS guidelines): To prepare young people tc 
become humane, rational, participating citizens in a world that is becoming increasing!: 
interdependent. 
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Program-area goal for social studies, K- 12: To enable students to recognize and 
appreciate that people living in different cultures are likely to share some common 
values but also to hold other different values that are rooted in experience and legiti
mate in terms of their own culture. 

Grade-level goal for social studies, Grade 1: To understand and appreciate that the 
roles and values of family members may differ according to the structure of the family, 
its circumstances, and its cultural setting. 

Unit-level goal for social studies, Grade 1: To understand that families differ in size 
and composition. 

Notice that the last (unit-level) goal is phrased in purely descriptive, knowledge
level language, and that it is trite for a unit goal even at the first-grade level. It makes 
no reference to the anthropological and sociological concepts (cultures, roles) or to the 
values and dispositions (multicultural appreciation, citizen participation) referred to in 
the higher-level goals. Unless the teacher has a coherent view of the nature and pur
poses of social education and thus is aware of how this topic fits within the big picture, 
the result is likely to be a unit that is long on isolated practice of facts or skills but 
short on integration and application of social learning. Students will learn a few obvi
ous generalities about families, such as that they differ in size and composition, that 
they grow and change, and that their members work and play together. However, 
they will not learn much about variations in family roles across time and culture, the 
reasons for these variations, or the lifestyle trade-offs that they offer. There will be little 
to advance the students' knowledge of the human condition, to help them put the 
familiar into broader perspective, or even to stimulate their thinking about family as a 
concept. 

Several consequences follow from limiting the unit-level goal to developing the under
standing that families differ in size and composition. The "composition" part at least has 
potential: If developed properly, it could lead to informative and thought-provoking 
lessons on family composition and roles as they have evolved through time and as they 
exist today in different societies. To have much social education value, however, such 
lessons would have to emphasize not merely that such differences exist, but why. For 
example, the students might learn that a major social effect of industrialization is a 
reduction of the extended family's role as a functional economic unit, and that this pre
cipitates a shift to the nuclear family as the typical household unit. Instead of living and 
working together as a large extended family, small nuclear families live in separate 
households and spend much of their time with nonrelatives. Their members may pursue 
more varied occupational and lifestyle options than exist in non-industrialized societies, 
but they usually must do so without the continuing involvement and support of a large 
extended family. Teaching such conceptually based content about families (in age
appropriate language) will help students to place the familiar into broader perspective. 
In this case, it will help them to appreciate the tradeoffs involved in various economic 
systems and associated lifestyles and perhaps to function more effectively as family mem
bers within our society. 

The "size" part of the unit -level goal statement appears to lack social education value. 
First graders are already well aware that families differ in size, so what is the point of 
making this a major goal of the unit? Even worse, what is the point of following up 
such instruction with exercises requiring students to classify families as either "big" or 
"small"? Textbook publishers have discovered that a focus on family size provides an 
entry point for inserting certain generic skills exercises into the social studies curriculum. 
Thus, students are asked to count the members in depicted families or to compare and 
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contrast big and small families. Other such exercises call for students to infer by indicat
ing whether depicted families are "working" or "playing" or by inspecting drawings 
of families depicted before and after an addition has occurred and circling the family 
member who represents the addition. 

Similarly, units on shelter usually convey the fact that people live in a great variety of 
homes, but say very little about the reasons why they live in these different kinds of 
homes and nothing at all about advances in construction materials and techniques, 
weatherproofing, insulation, or temperature control that have made possible the features 
of modern housing that most children in the United States take for granted. Units on 
government mention a few titles (president , governor , mayor) , places (Washington , DC, 
state capitols), and symbols (flag, ballot box), but say little about the functions and ser
vices performed by various levels of government. Thus, students learn that the positions 
of mayor, governor, and president exist, but not what these people or their governments 
do. In later grades, students are exposed to reams of geographical and historical facts 
without enough concentration on major themes and generalizations, cause-and-effect 
relationships, linkage to local examples and current events, or other instructional framing 
that might help them appreciate the significance of the information and consider how it 
might apply to their lives outside of school. 

To bring social studies curriculum and instruction into better alignment with the 
major goals of social understanding and civic efficacy, we need to honor these goals 
not just in theory but in practice. In particular, we need to use them as the functional 
bases for curriculum planning. An in-depth example of what this might mean is given 
below. 

Social studies teaching in the primary grades usually emphasizes universal human char
acteristics, needs, and experiences (e.g., food, clothing, shelter , transportation, communi
cation, occupations, social rules, government, and laws) addressed within the contexts of 
family, neighborhood, and community. We believe that an important social education 
goal for each of these topics is to build initial understandings that will enable students 
to grasp the basics of how that aspect of the social world functions , not only in the 
local community and in the contemporary United States generally but also in the past 
and in other cultures today. The idea is to expand the students' limited purviews on the 
human condition and especially to help them put the familiar into historical, geographi
cal, and cultural perspective. This will increase their understanding and appreciation 
of social phenomena that most of them have so far taken for granted without much 
awareness or appreciation . 

Thus, rather than just teach that shelter is a basic human need and that different 
forms of shelter exist, the instruction would help students understand the reasons for 
these different forms of shelter. Students would learn that people's shelter needs are 
determined in large part by local climate and geographical features and that most hous
ing is constructed using materials adapted from natural resources that are plentiful in the 
local area. They would learn that certain forms of housing reflect cultural , economic, 
or geographic conditions (tipis and tents as easily movable shelters used by nomadic 
societies, stilt houses as adaptation to periodic flooding, high-rises as adaptation to land 
scarcity in urban areas). They would learn that inventions, discoveries, and improve
ments in construction knowledge and materials have enabled many modern people to 
live in housing that offers better durability, weatherproofing, insulation, and temperature 
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control, with fewer requirements for maintenance and labor (e.g., cutting wood for a fire
place or shoveling coal for a furnace) than anything that was available to even the richest 
of their ancestors. 

They also would learn that modern industries and transportation make it possible to 
construct almost any kind of shelter almost anywhere on earth, so that it is now possible 
for those who can afford it to live comfortably in very hot or very cold climates. These 
and related ideas would be taught with appeal to the students' sense of imagination and 
wonder. There also would be emphasis on values and dispositions (e.g., consciousness
raising through age-suitable activities relating to the energy efficiency of homes or the 
plight of the homeless). Development and application activities might include such 
things as a tour of the neighborhood (in which different types of housing would be 
identified and discussed) or an assignment calling for students to take home an 
energy-efficiency inventory to fill out and discuss with their parents. Students would 
begin to see function and significance in elements of their physical and social environ
ment that they were not aware of before, as well as to appreciate their current and 
future opportunities to make decisions about and exercise some control over aspects of 
their lives related to their shelter needs. The following unit on shelter illustrates our ideas 
about teaching and how we apply the principles of goal setting and content selection and 
representation. 

The goals of this unit on shelter as a cultural universal are: 

1. To build on students' already-attained understanding that shelter is a basic need by 
helping them to understand and appreciate key features of contemporary homes, 
how the forms and functions of homes evolved over time, through space and across 
cultures. 

2. To help students appreciate the potential implications of this learning for decision 
making regarding personal housing needs and preferences. 

Basic social knowledge is about people-what they do and why they do it. It is 
not about the disciplines or about shelter, except in this context. In teaching about 
aspects of human social life, we will include a historical dimension (how it evolved 
over time) and a cultural dimension (how it varies across cultures). In addressing 
shelter, the historical dimension will emphasize the role of technology and inventions. 
Early on people were at the mercy of their environments, but as technology developed 
they became more able to control or even shape these environments. Today, we 
have selected and controlled environments suited to our chosen lifestyles, not just 
"shelter." 

The cultural, and to some extent, the economic dimensions of shelter are connected 
to the distinctions between needs and wants. As architectural styles and technology 
developed, people could begin to exercise choice in meeting their shelter needs and 
wants. This led to a diversity of styles within and across cultures and to the development 
of features such as landscaping, decorating, and so on. 

Content selection and development will also reflect other "meta" ideas: human prog
ress over time, making the familiar strange by placing it in historical and cultural con
text, choices open to people and the tradeoffs embodied in these choices, human 
applications of knowledge and technology to achieve control over the environment (but 
with tradeoffs here too), and the social reality of homelessness. 

The first lesson plan is provided in its entirety, and topics, general comments, goals, 
main ideas, and assessments are included for the others. For complete lesson plans, see 
Alleman and Brophy (2001). 
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Lesson 1: What Is Shelter and What Are Its Functions? 

Resources 
• Pictures, books, and electronic sources and computer in an interest center focusing on 

shelter 
• Strips of paper with questions related to shelter posted throughout the classroom 
• Bulletin board that has been started depicting the functions of shelter 
• Photos (exterior and interior) of the teacher's home, illustrating its functions 
• A Look at Our Home: Home Assignment Sheet 

Children's Literature 
Kalman, B. (1994). Homes around the world. New York: Crabtree. 
Morris, A (1992) Houses and homes. New York: Lothrop, Lee, & Shephard. 

General Comments 
To launch the unit, collect the instructional resources and display visual prompts to gener
ate interest in the topic. Post questions (written on wide strips of paper) around the room 
and on the bulletin board. For example, What is shelter? Why do we need shelter? Why 
do people choose different kinds of homes? What types of homes do we have in our 
community? How do climate and physical features influence the types of homes we 
have? Why do people sometimes have portable shelters? What are some of the deci
sions people have to make when choosing a home? Why are there so many different 
kinds of shelters? 

General Purposes or Goals 
To help students become aware of the possible questions to be answered about shelter; 
understand why people need shelter (e.g., it provides protection against the elements, 
provides a place to keep one's possessions, and is a home base for daily life and profes
sional work activities); and acquire an appreciation for the diversity that exists in the nature 
and functions of shelter. 

Main Ideas to Develop 
• Shelter is a basic need. 
• Throughout history, people have needed shelter for protection from the elements 

(e.g., sun in hot weather, cold in cold weather, precipitation, wind), as places to 
keep their possessions, and as places in which to carry out their daily and professiona l 
work activities. 

• Other factors that people take into account in deciding the kind of home to build or buy 
include the availability of building materials, economic resources, cultural considera
tions, and personal preferences. 

Introduction-Lesson 
Pose questions regarding the meaning of shelter and its functions. Sample questions 
might include: What is shelter? Why do people need shelter? Why are there so many dif
ferent kinds of shelters? How do climate and physical features influence the types of shel
ters people have? What types of shelters do we have in our community? 

After a preliminary discussion of these questions and an explanation about answering 
these and other questions as the unit unfolds, show the class a bulletin board that you 
have begun that focuses on the functions of shelter. 
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Use your home as an example to illustrate the functions of shelter. Show photos of 
the exterior and interior of your home as you share "your story." 

Protection 
People need places to live that provide protection from cold, heat, storms, insects, animals, 
etc. Even in warm climates, people need protection from the elements. There is a variety of 
shelter types that people can choose from. In our community there are houses, apartments, 
duplexes, and manufactured homes. [A manufactured home is a house built in two sections, 
each on its own foundation that sits on a trailer to be hauled to a person's property. It is then 
put together. They can be quite luxurious with island kitchens, fireplaces, master bedroom 
suites, and so forth. These manufactured homes have replaced the simple trailer homes of the 
past] Can you think of others? [Show a photo of your shelter and explain why you chose it. 
Describe the building materials that were used and why. If available, show samples.] 

Places to Keep Belongings 
The interior of the home is a place to store food, clothes, books, prized possessions, 
beds, and furniture. [Through photos, take an imaginary walking tour of your home, showing 
your various belongings and explaining why they need to be kept inside.] 

Home Base 
The interior of the home is also a place for carrying out your daily and professional work 
activities such as sleeping, eating, doing schoolwork, doing research on the Internet for a 
presentation, conducting a meeting through videoconferencing, watching television, and 
spending time with family. [Continue the imaginary walking tour of your home, pointing 
out its uses as a home base.] 

[Optional: If time permits, organize a walking tour of the immediate neighborhood, 
pointing out the different kinds of homes- contrasting in many ways, yet all made of 
building materials suited to the physical features and climate. As you walk, underscore 
that each of these homes provides protection, a place for one's belongings, and a home 
base for daily and professional work activities. If possible, arrange to tour a home in the 
neighborhood and illustrate its functions. Explain its similarities to your home.] 

Share the book entitled Homes Around the World (Kalman, 1994) with the students. 
(It contains numerous illustrations depicting the functions of homes.) Explain that homes 
vary in size, shape, and type of building materials used, depending on physical features, 
climatic conditions, available resources, and people's personal choices. However , they all 
serve the same basic functions. 

Activity 
At the conclusion of the story-like presentation regarding the functional uses of shelter, 
ask the students to share in pairs the most interesting ideas they learned. Then, elicit 
ideas from the pairs and write them on the board. Ask students to indicate other ques
tions that they would like to have answered about the functions (or other aspects) of 
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shelter. Post the questions. Encourage students to peruse the books and electronic 
resources available in the shelter center in the classroom. 

OR 
Using a set of pictures and an activity sheet entitled "The Functions of Shelter," have 

students place the listed functions into categories and explain their reasoning. 

Summarize Key Points 
• Shelter serves several functions that are universal across time, culture, and place. 
• Shelters are made of a variety of building materials, depending on natural and human factors. 
• There are many kinds of shelters such as apartments, duplexes, manufactured homes 

and houses, even in our community; however, they all provide protection, a place to 
store belongings, and a base for daily and professional work activities. 

Assessment 
Have the students brainstorm at their tables the things that they have learned about the 
functions of shelter. Then, as a class, complete a chart focusing on these functions. 
Encourage the students to give and explain examples. Then have students individually 
respond to the following open-ended statements. (With assistance from upper-grade men
tors or posted word cards reflecting the big ideas, if necessary .) 

People need shelters because _______________ __ ____ _ 
My teacher's home protects her from __________________ _ 

My teacher's home provides a place for __________________ _ 
Day-to-day living activities at my teacher's house include ______ __ ____ _ 
_________ _________ ,and ________ _ 

[If time permits, have students draw pictures to illustrate their responses.] 

Home Assignment 
Encourage the students to share with their families what they learned about the functions 
of shelter in their neighborhood and around the world, and about their teacher's home 
(using the open-ended statements as the springboard for the conversation) Also, encour
age students to discuss with their families their shelter choices (i.e., why they live where 
they do) and the functions that their home fulfills for them. 

Name ___________ _ 

A l oo k at Our Home: lesson 1 -~:;~;IV;, 
~~-
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home functions. For example, the roof, walls, windows, and doors keep out the rain. The 
roof provides shade from the sun . The door locks keep unwanted people from entering, etc. 
Attach pictures if available. 
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,,\·· :1 Lesson 2: Shelter Type s in Our Com mu nity ~~~ -
- 'f !ff/fii &,,,..._ --- - ---- - --------- -- ------ -

", · /tiV)t' General Purposes or Goals 

To stimulate curiosity, build interest, and get students into the habit of actively observing 
the range of shelter types that exist locally; and develop knowledge, understanding, 
appreciation, and life application regarding shelter considerations and the factors that con
tribute to people's decisions about shelter. 

Main Ideas to Develop 
• There is a range of shelter types in our local community. 
• Natural factors that contribute to the type of shelters that can be built in an area 

include climatic conditions, building materials found locally in large quantities, and 
physical features (terrain including hills, mountains, valleys, plains, and bodies of water 
such as lakes and rivers). 

• Factors that contribute to family decisions about the type of shelter the family will select 
include location in the community, cost, cultural influences, and personal preferences. 

Assessment 
Tell the students to imagine that they are local real estate agents familiarizing a newcomer to 
the types of homes available. Give each individual student a stack of cards depicting shelter 
types and ask him/her to identify those that illustrate homes found in the local area. When 
students have completed the task, conduct a class discussion focusing on their responses 
and their reasoning. If time permits, have students select one card depicting a shelter type 
not found in the local area and explain in writing where it would most likely be found and why. 

Lesson 3: Shelter Types Around the World 

General Purposes or Goals 
To stimulate curiosity as well as build appreciation for the diversity of shelter types in the world, 
understood as inventive adaptations to time and place; to recognize and explain the types of 
shelters that would and would not be appropriate in the local environment; and to explain 
how people adapt to their local environment when making choices associated with shelter. 

Main Ideas to Develop 
• Geographic features, culture, economic resources, and personal preferences are among 

the factors that figure into people's choices about the type of shelter they will have. 
• People all over the world adapt to their environment, and as a result there are many 

types of shelters. Until recently, housing construction reflected the availability of local 
materials. This pattern still exists in some places, but in other places modern transpor
tation has allowed choices to be expanded. 

Assessment 
[Make sure you model what you expect by completing your own form ] 

Have students complete a series of open-ended statements. [Consider inviting upper
grade mentors to assist in the student writing.] 

• The shelter type I would like to learn more about is _________ because 

• The things I already know about this shelter type are ___________ and 



70 Powerful Socia l Stu dies for Elementary Stud ents 

• The questions I have are _____________________ and 

• The things this shelter type has in common with my home are ________ _ 

and ______________________________ _ 

Lesson 4: Progress in Shelter Cons tru ction 

General Purposes or Goals 
To help students understand and appreciate the types of homes that have been created 
over time, the changes they have undergone, and the reasons for these changes; to 
engender a positive attitude about history; to stimulate students' curiosity regarding shel
ter types, styles, and building materials; and to engender a sense of wonder regarding the 
range of shelters as home bases for family activities. 

Main Ideas to Develop 
• Until recently, housing construction reflected the availability of local materials. This 

pattern still exists in some places, but in other places modern transportation has 
allowed choices to be expanded. 

• New construction techniques and technological improvements get invented and 
refined over time. Now, besides meeting our needs for protection from the elements, 
modern homes cater to our wants for a comfortable living space, hot and cold running 
water, electric lighting, comfortable beds, and furniture. 

Assessment 
Give students individual blank timelines and ask them to show through drawings and 
words how shelter has progressed over time. If time permits, ask them to write a para
graph explaining which time period they would have most liked to live in because of the 
type of shelter they would have lived in and why. 

_ ~\~~ Lesson Progress in Shelter Construction (Continued from lesson 4) 
-~~~c,..··•·•·-· --- -- ------------------- -- ---------
--~~,' 

General Purposes or Goals 
To develop an understanding and appreciation of progress in shelter construction; some 
understanding about the steps in building a house and a range of people who are involved 
in the project; and a "macro" understanding and appreciation for some of the features we 
currently label as modern conveniences, especially the control of light, heat, and water. 

Main Ideas to Develop 
• In the past, most housing construction was dependent on the availability of local 

materials. While this pattern still exists to some extent, modern transportation has 
allowed choices to be expanded 

• New construction techniques and technological improvements have been invented and 
refined over time. Now, besides meeting needs to protect people from the elements, 
modern houses cater to our wants by providing a comfortable range of temperatures, 
hot and cold running water, electrical lighting, and so forth. 

• Today's homes are planned to take advantage of advances in new designs, technologies, 
and materials. Many workers are involved to ensure that the plans are realized. 

Assessment 
Using word cards naming the steps in building a house, have each student sequence 
them. Then have the student select the one step and Job that s/he might like to do as an 
adult. Write a short paragraph explaining the choice. Illustrate if time permits 
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1. Purchase the land 
2. Blueprints 
3. Building contractor 
4. Dig a hole 
5. Footings and connections for sewer and water 
6. Pour cement 
7. Block layers build outer walls 
8. Carpenters build floors 
9. Carpenters build inner structure 

10. Carpenters build roof 
11. Roofers shingle and carpenters add windows 
12. Chimney is built 
13. Plumbers put in pipes 
14. Insulation 
15. Electricians wire 
16. Drywall installed 
17. Carpenters add doors, cupboards 
18. Painters paint 
19. Light fixtures are added 
20. Carpets laid 

General Purposes or Goals 
To develop: knowledge, understanding, and appreciation regarding career opportunities 
that exist within the home industry; understanding and appreciation for how technology 
can change the way work is done and how people can change the way homes look; and 
a sense of efficacy among students-any one of them might invent a machine, a process, 
or a design that will benefit all of us in the future. 

Main Ideas to Develop 
• The home industry provides a range of opportunities for individuals to be creative and 

pursue careers. 
• Today, it takes a variety of workers to perform specific steps in building a house or 

apartment. 
• Many changes have occurred in the home building industry over the past 200 years. 

Assessment 
Have each student complete the open-ended statements. Illustrations are optional. 

The one career I would like to have in the home building industry is _______ _ 

I think I would like that job because __ _________________ _ 

The one question I still have about it is __________________ _ 
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lesson 7: Costs Associated with Your Shelter ~~i)~i -=-~~s-;;,-~'---------- - ---- - --- - --------
,;·;~ jf\' ; '\ 

,, General Purposes or Goals 
To develop an understanding of and appreciation for the need to pay for a shelter/home 
and for modern conveniences such as purified water, energy/electricity, and fuel delivered 
to our homes, and an understanding of basic principles and choice options involved in 
buying or a renting shelter. 

Main Ideas to Develop 
• You can buy a house without having the full purchase price, although you can lose it if 

you do not continue to make your payments. 
• Some people choose to live in an apartment temporarily while they save enough 

money for a down payment. Others choose apartments as permanent residences for 
other reasons such as convenience or fewer maintenance responsibilities. 

• Banks (and sometimes private individuals) lend people the money to buy a house. The peo
ple have to pay back the amount of the loan plus interest. That is how banks make money. 

• People have to pay to live in apartments. Some of the rent money goes to paying taxes 
and some of it is kept by the owner of the building. Renting is intended to be a 
profit-making business. 

• Whether you live in a Jlouse or an apartment, you pay utility companies for heat (fuel), 
water and light (electricity) 

• You pay money to the government (taxes) to maintain roads, provide police 
protection and fire protection and operate schools. (If you are buying your home, 
you pay taxes directly to the government. If you are renting, some of the money 
you pay to the apartment building owner goes to the government for these 
services.) 

• A large part of the family income goes for buying or renting and maintaining the 
property. 

Assessment 
Have students write paragraphs focusing on costs associated with buying and renting 
Why does buying a house take so much money? Write a short paragraph answering this 
question. 

Why does renting an apartment take so much money? Write a short paragraph answering 
this question. 

(Option: Students could draw and label their responses) 
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.... 

lesson 8: Choice Maki ng 

General Purposes or Goals 
To (1) enhance students' understanding regarding the forms of shelter that are available; 
(2) develop an appreciation for the opportunities that people may have to exercise choice 
in meeting their shelter needs/wants; (3) enhance students' understanding and appreciation 
regarding maJor choices that need to be made early in the decision-making process-namely 
location and whether to rent or buy. 

Main Ideas to Develop 
• One of the choices people have to make is location- where they will live. 
• Other choices concern such issues as the size of the place, cost, length of expected 

stay and special features. 
• Another choice is whether to rent or buy. 

Assessment 
Have each student complete the questioning exercise focusing on choice making. [Optional: 
Invite upper-grade members or adult volunteers to serve as recorders.] 

If, in the future, our family needs to move, we should ask several questions before we 
make a final decision about where we will live. Questions we need to ask-and be able to 
answer-include: 

1 . Why are we moving? 
2. Do we have a house to sell? (If we do, we probably cannot buy another until we sell 

the one we own now.) 
3. Do we need to be near our parents' work? 
4. Does our family have its own means of transportation? 
5. Do we need to be near the schools? Interstate? Airport? Other? Why? 
6. How long does our family expect to stay in this place? 
7. How much does our family want to spend? 
8. What are special features of the new shelter that we need? Want? 

[Optional: If time permits, have students role play their plan for questions associated with 
family choice making ] 

Lesson 9: Port abl e Shelters 

General Purposes or Goals 
To develop an understanding and appreciation that portable shelters are .intended and 
designed for portability and that some people depend solely on portable shelters because 
they are nomadic, while others use them for short periods of time to satisfy their short 
term needs (e.g., hunting, recreation) 

Main Ideas to Develop 
• Portable shelters are built out of a variety of materials, take many forms, and are used 

for a variety of reasons. 
• Especially in the past, portable shelters have been used by nomadic societies. 
• Today portable shelters range from being primarily recreational in our area to being a 

necessity in a few places. 
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Assessment 
Have each student comp lete an individual journal entry. 

I learned that portable shelters _____________________ _ 

The most interesting portable shelter type to me is _____________ _ 

because ______________________________ _ 

Questions I have about the most interesting portable shelter include: 

Our family would like to use a portable shelter on our next vacation. 

_____ Yes _____ No 

1. ------~~----- l. -------------

2. ------------- 2. ~~~----~-----

3. ------------- 3. -------------

4 . ------------- 4 . -------------

lesson 10: Design Your Ideal Future Home 

General Purposes or Goals 
To draw on acquired knowledge and appreciation regarding shelter in order to "design" an 
ideal home and to develop an appreciation regarding the range of considerations that need 
to be addressed when deciding on the ideal home . (Students are to project ahead as 
adults and be realistic. They should not plan for things that cost millions of dollars unless 
they also have a plan for making large amounts of money.) 

This lesson will probably be most successful if older students could work as mentors 
in one-on-one situations. 
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Main Ideas to Develop 
• Location, climatic conditions, availability of materials, cost, family size and composition are 

among the factors to consider when attempting to identify and "design" the ideal home. 
• Individual tastes and preferences enter into the decision-making process. 

Assessment 
After completing the home assignment, as a family create a journal entry entitled "A Day 
in Our Ideal Home." Imagine that a guest was coming to your house to look at it-what 
would s/he see as s/he walked up the sidewalk, drove into the driveway, looked out the 
back door? Or imagine that a guest was coming to your house to look at it-describe 
four things you would want your guest to see. 

Another option might be to have the students "talk into a tape recorder" explaining 
their ideal homes. 

Lesson 11: Homelessness 

General Purposes or Goals 
To help students understand that in extreme cases people are unable to pay for shelter 
and may become homeless and to acquire a sensitivity for homeless people and a desire 
to practice citizenship as it relates to assisting others in need. 

We recommend that you use children's literature to facilitate discussion about home
lessness. Suggested sources include Someplace to Go (Testa, 1996) and Uncle Willie and 
the Soup Kitchen (DiSalvo-Ryan, 1991 ). 

Main Ideas to Develop 
• Sometimes people cannot pay for shelter and utilities due to unemployment or under

employment, and some become homeless. Often these circumstances are due to 
illness, fire, flooding, loss of jobs, or accumulation of bills. 

• People who are homeless can secure help from community organizations (e.g., the 
United Way, Rescue Mission, Salvation Army, or religious organizations). 

• As members of the community, we can contribute to organizations that assist people 
in need by donating time, food, money, and clothing. 

Assessment 
Have students respond to three open-ended statements: 

1. Reasons people might become homeless might include __________ _ 

_______________________________ and 

2. Our community helps homeless people by _______________ _ 

3. I can help homeless people by ___________________ _ 
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lesson 12: Review -~~Yg-~~1'/""i __ G_e_n_e_r_a_l_P_u_r_p_o_s_e_s_o_r_G_o_a_ls _________________ __ ___ _ 

Summary 

To draw on prior knowledge, understanding, appreciation, and applications conducted in 
school and at home that collectively will enhance meaningfulness and continued curiosity 
in learning about shelter, and to revisit and reflect on the big ideas developed about shelter. 

Main Ideas Developed Throughout the Unit 
Review the main ideas from Lessons 1-11. 

Individual Assessment Activity : If True, Illustrate! 
Read each of the statements to the class. (Each student will have his/her own copy.) 
Place a T by each statement that is correct. After you have marked all of the T state
ments, draw pictures to explain why you believe they are correct. [Mod el the directions 
by doing one as a class.] 

T 1. Not all types of portable shelter exist in our community. (Draw one that does not.) 

T 2. In the early days, housing construction reflected the availability of local 
materials. 

F 3. Only some people need shelter. 

F 4. All of the shelters in our community look the same . 

T 5. Climate and culture influence the types of shelters people have. 

F 6 . People who own houses do not have to pay for water, heat, or electricity . 

T 7. There are many kinds of portable shelters. 

T 8. A large part of the family income goes for paying for shelter and maintaining it. 

Reprinted w ith permission from Social studies excursions, K-3. Book One: Powerful units on food, 
clothing, and shelter, by Janet Alleman and Jere Brophy. Copyright © 2001 by Janet Alleman and Jere 
Brophy. Published by Heinemann, Portsmouth, NH. All rights reserved. 

Powerful social studies teaching is planned to accom
plish major goals phrased as intended outcomes-the 
knowledge, skills, attitudes, values, and dispositions to 
action that we wish to develop in students. These goals 
should determine what content is selected for inclusion 
in the curriculum, how this content is represented to 
students, the kinds of discourse used to develop the big 
ideas, the activities and assignments used to develop and 
apply what is learned, and the methods used to assess 
progress. The teaching of all school subjects should 
reflect generic goals of teaching for understanding, 
appreciation, and life application. Within that, social 
studies instruction should be planned to accomplish 
the major social studies goals of social understanding 
and civic efficacy. Social studies teaching that is oriented 
toward those goals is powerful when it is meaningful, 
integrative, value-based, challenging, and active, as 
described in the NCSS (2008) Position Statement. 

We strongly recommend that instructional plan
ning focus first on the unit level, rather than the 
more specific lesson or activity level, to ensure that 
the planning in general remains goal-oriented and 
that you as the teacher (and through you, your stu
dents) maintain awareness of how individual lessons 
and activities fit within the big picture. We also rec
ommend that the content and skill components of the 
unit be integrated. This helps ensure that the knowl
edge content is applied and that the skill content is 
used for authentic purposes. 

Planning of topical units focused around major 
social studies goals helps to ensure that the instruction 
is complete, balanced, and well suited to the needs and 
interests of elementary students. Content is pan
disciplinary rather than confined to a single discipline , 
and students develop a variety of skills as they process 
and apply the content, and multiple connections are 
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made to their lives outside of school. Once you have 
clarified your major social studies goals for the year as 
a whole and for the unit you are planning, the next step 
is to determine which content relating to the unit's 
topic to develop and how to represent it to your stu
dents. The content should be clustered around power
ful ideas that students can apply to their lives outside of 
school, and developed in ways that connect to the stu
dents' prior knowledge and home experiences. Devel
opment of these big ideas should include their 
connections to one another and to related skills, values, 
and dispositions. These connections should not get lost 
in the process of moving from broader goals to more 
specific plans for units and lessons. 

-, 
To illustrate what is involved in developing unit 

plans around goals and big ideas, we drew from our 
own 12-lesson unit on shelter (Alleman & Brophy, 
2001), showing some of the introductory material that 
summarizes ideas relating to shelter that we view as 
powerful, the first lesson in its entirety, and the goals, 
main ideas, and assessment activities for the rest of the 
lessons. The unit is designed to deepen students' aware
ness and appreciation of activities relating to shelter in 
the contemporary United States, help them to view 
these within a broad historical and multicultural con
text, and help them become anticipatory and effica
cious concerning their own future decision making 
related to meeting their shelter needs. 

Your Turn: Selecting and Representing Content 
Identify the units you have taught - or plan to teach-this year. Examine them first by responding to the follow
ing questions: 

1. What topics are most useful as bases for advancing my students' social understandings and civic efficacy? 
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2. What are the most important understandings that my students will need to develop, and how do these connect 
to one another and to related skills, values, and dispositions? 

Key Topics Major Understandings 

l, ___________ _ 

2. ------------

3. ------------

4. ------------

Select a unit you have taught or plan to teach. Examine it carefully to determine whether it is reflective of the 
principles identified in this chapter for selecting and developing content. Where it is not, revise your plans 
accordingly. Share the results with a colleague. As you teach the unit-with the enhancements-be mindful of 
the changes. In your reflective log, document the results. 

Principles 

Principle 1 

Use contemporary and familiar examples to help 
students understand how and why the social system 
functions as it does with respect to the cultural uni 
versal under study. 

Principle 2 

Include a historical dimension illustrating how human 
responses to the cultural universal have evolved 
through time due to inventions and other cultural 
advances. 

Principle 3 

Include a geographical/cultural dimension that 
exposes students to current variations in human 
responses to the cultural universal. 

Principle 4 

Develop each topic with emphasis on its applications 
to students' current and future lives. 

Examples of Application 
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National Council for the Social Studies (NCSS). (2010). National curriculum standards for 
social studies teachers: A framework for teaching, learning and assessment. Silver Springs, MD: 
National Council for the Social Studies. 

OR 
In Chapters 5, 6, and 7 we provide principles for selecting content related to history, geography, 

anthropology (culture), psychology, sociology, economics, and political science that are traditionally 
taught at this level. We suggest you surf these chapters as well as revisit the curriculum strands 
published by NCSS. Use Figure 3.1 as a checklist to ensure that you address all the strands over 
the course of your school year. 

If one or more of these curricular strands have not been developed sufficiently, add appropriate 
content. (An option is to substitute your state's social studies standards.) Share your work with a 
colleague or with your school principal. This exercise also could serve as a valuable activity for 
members of the social studies curriculum committee. 

FIGURE 3.1 Social 
Studies Themes 
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Unit Unit Unit · Unit 
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Culture 

Time, Continuity, and Change --------- --------------~---
People, Places, and Environments ------------- >¾, __ .,. __ _ 
Individual Deye!opment and Ide~,i t,Y 

Interactions Among Individuals, 
Groups, and Institutions 

Production, Distribution, and Consumption 

Global Connections 
* 

C1vic Ideals and Practices 




