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Foreword
Mara Sapon-Shevin

How do we help young people learn to be good citizens living in a democratic, diverse society, and why does it matter? This book makes it abundantly
clear that this task is not only complex but essential to our collective future as
human beings sharing an increasingly connected planet. Learning to live
together—the focus of social studies—is the most important thing that students can learn in schools, and it is critical that we continue to advocate
strongly for the importance of this curriculum.
When my daughters were young, we lived in North Dakota, and they
were the only Jewish vegetarian children with hyphenated last names in their
fairly homogeneous school. It was difficult for other children to understand
and appreciate the food that they brought to school for lunch; their names
were “different”; and they were sent home with ornaments that they had
made in class to decorate their nonexistent Christmas tree. All of us—children and parents—struggled to situate ourselves and experience a sense of
belonging within a community in which few people looked like us, worshipped as we did, ate like us, or had been born outside the state.
This book makes evident how crucial it is for all of us—beginning, of
course, with young children—to truly understand diversity, to have the interpersonal skills to live well with others, and to embrace a worldview that is
broad and embracing, open to the vast wonders of the world. What could be
more important?
In this era of increased standardized high-stakes testing, external curriculum mandates, and growing corporate control of education, it has become
painfully challenging for teachers to be responsive to the children in their
care. Many teachers have left education because of the excruciating gap
between what they know is important for their students and what, how, and
when they are mandated to teach.
vii
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Foreword

Social studies education, as outlined in this excellent book, has been
squeezed out of the curriculum in many places, and it is vital to our survival
as citizens that it be reinserted, valued, and supported by parents, educators,
administrators, and policy makers. Social studies cannot and should not be
viewed as an “add-on”—what we do if we have time after we teach literacy
and mathematics. In fact, as this book demonstrates, social studies can and
should be taught as an integrated part of all other subjects. Social studies
teaches us how we belong and how we can help others to belong, how we
resolve conflicts, how we talk about differences, how we understand our
interconnectedness, and how we support one another’s rights and opportunities.
This book reminds us of the critical preparation provided by social studies, and it is rich in concrete examples of how we can provide endless
teachable moments about citizenship and belonging in terms of what we
read, what we talk about, what we listen to, what we draw, and how we
interact.

Preface

At birth, young children begin the exploration of their social world. As
infants, toddlers, preschoolers, and young school-agers, they interact with
people and the environment to learn about the world and their places in it.
Gradually, they become community members and acquire the skills to be
effective citizens in a democratic society. The precise nature of their learnings and the ways in which they learn about the social world, with its customs and rules for engagement, depend on the developmental stage, as well
as the cultural, family, child care, and school environment. However, all
young children will face the demand of policy makers, who require an enlightened citizenship equipped with the tools for problem solving in the 21st
century.
Using the processes of social studies, teachers facilitate the acquisition of
the tools and concepts appropriate for learning the social studies that will
serve young learners lifelong. Such tools include raising questions as well as
gathering, analyzing, discussing, and displaying data. These are the openended, inquiry-based learning strategies ideally suited for child investigations of topics and themes that appeal to young children. Sample themes
developed through the exploration of “big ideas” include “Who am I?”
“Where do I live?” “Who are my family members?” “How do people
travel?” The themes are timeless, and children explore them in the context of
their lives, using their previous knowledge and the currency of their current
lives. Thus, “Who am I?” explored at various ages varies in complexity and
is influenced by the cultural context of the learner.
So, part of social studies is the academic content of the social studies,
which includes the traditional fields of history, archeology, anthropology,
sociology, political science, economics, geography, and philosophy. This
content is appropriately scaled for investigation through learner projects.
ix
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Preface

Investigations might begin with a children’s question, such as “Where does
my food come from?” Using the academic tools appropriate for the ages of
the children, teachers provide learning environments and activities that will
enhance their understanding of the fundamental questions that they raise. In
the pages that follow, this curricular approach is described and applied. As
well, the book shows how to develop and enhance the social aspects of
learning as part of the processes of social studies.
This text pulls together the disparate but intertwined content of the social
studies and discusses the processes of social studies that promote social
learning, self-concept development, character development, and emotional
intelligence. Issues of culture, classroom community development, and family collaboration are other vital aspects of the social studies discussed. The
book offers an integration of this content and a significant examination of
issues underpinning it to provide a whole-child orientation to the curricular
area of social studies for young children. The approach recognizes that the
themes 1 of social studies rely on social interactions and child-constructed
meaning to support acquisition of the required academic material proposed
by state and national standards. Finally, culture and community are inextricably linked to the teaching and learning of social studies.
The book presents social studies content and processes holistically. It
begins in chapter 1 with a focus on the historical foundations of the social
studies and goes on with current emphases and the importance for strong
consideration of culture in the social development of young children. Chapter
2 continues the elaboration of social development and social learning, with a
focus on moral development, character education, and emotional intelligence. In chapter 3, the focus shifts to the particular strategies and methods
that facilitate acquisition of knowledge, as well as strategic tools for the
exploration of the social world. Chapter 4 picks up the discussion of cultural
issues and priorities as these factors interface with the lives of children and
families, moving beyond the antibias curriculum. Global issues and a postmodernist perspective are explored in chapter 5. In chapter 6, the media and
methods of instruction are discussed in practical terms. Chapter 7 focuses on
the alignment of assessment practices with curricular goals and interventions.
The final chapter discusses bringing the social learning and the social studies
content together, with pragmatic examples of lesson and thematic investigation planning, as well as sources for contemporary topics.
NEW TO THIS EDITION
Since the last edition, the National Council for the Social Studies revised
curriculum standards with a renewed commitment to the 10 themes of social
studies and an emphasis on the standards as framework for learning the
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content, processes, and dispositions of citizenship in our multicultural society. The Council of Chief State School Officers and the National Governors
Association prepared Common Core State Standards that are adopted by
most states. While these standards do not include social studies at this time,
the English language arts standards and the math standards promote the goals
of critical analyses and higher-order thinking—processes that are an inherent
part of the social studies. Attention to cultural diversity in nonsimplistic ways
focuses our attention on using the social studies to understand our global and
multicultural orientation to schooling. Digital media and social media are
tools that are reshaping our world and offering opportunities for new approaches to teaching and learning so that all young learners may be successful.
All these changes in the world of education and the world at large are
incorporated in this edition. In addition, the content of all chapters is updated
while maintaining the focus on best early childhood education practice, as
reflected in the latest position statement of the National Association for the
Education of Young Children (2009).
KEY FEATURES OF THE TEXT
•
•
•
•
•

Focus questions, study questions, reflection prompts
Suggested further readings
Internet resources to support teacher and child learning
Integrated approach to social learning and social studies education
Examples of holistic instructional approaches
NOTE

1. Culture; time, continuity, and change; people, places, and environments; individual
development and identity; individuals, groups, and institutions; power, authority, and governance; production, distribution, and consumption; science, technology, and society; global connections; and civic ideals and practices (National Council for the Social Studies, 2010).
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Chapter One

Introduction to the Authority
of Social Studies

Conflict is the gadfly of thought. It stirs us to observation and memory. It
instigates invention. It shocks us out of sheep-like passivity, and sets us at
noting and contriving. . . . Conflict is a sine qua non of reflection and ingenuity.
—John Dewey

TERMS TO KNOW
•
•
•
•

Social studies
Social knowing
Theme-based approach
Constructivist
OVERVIEW

Early childhood educators agree that the foundation for all curricula in the
birth-to-age-8 range is a thorough understanding of child development in a
multicultural social context. That is, teachers must understand how children
learn to move and physically navigate and how children use fine- and grossmotor skills in different ways as they grow. They surely must understand the
multiple ways that children communicate with one another, their families,
and the people in child care, school, and community settings. Knowledge of
this communication development includes perspectives on the evolution of
language, speech, and early literacy skills and competencies. Teachers also
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concern themselves with the personal and social–emotional development of
young children.
Where do the social studies fit within this foundational knowledge of
child development theories? How, then, do teachers decide on the content
and processes for day-to-day activities and the strategies for implementing a
social studies curriculum in programs for the various ages? How do teachers
choose important overall goals for the social studies curriculum? What exactly are the social studies? This book explicates these important considerations.
As such, a consideration of the definition of the social studies precedes the
investigation of social studies content and processes in early childhood education.
FOCUS QUESTIONS
1. What are the social studies, and where do they fit in the early childhood curriculum?
2. What is the content of social studies, and what are the processes of
instruction?
3. What do young children learn through the social studies?
4. How does culture influence development and knowledge?
5. What is the power of social studies in the curriculum?
SOCIAL STUDIES EXPLORED
The content of social studies emerged at the beginning of the twentieth
century as a holistic approach to citizenship education. Policy makers at the
time were concerned that large numbers of immigrants coming to the United
States were not prepared to live in a democratic society. They would accordingly need to be shown how to be citizens. Schools were the best place to
ensure that citizenship education began. Thus, historically, social studies
content met the educational needs of society for the preparation of citizens.
Early policy makers concerned themselves with the curricula of the high
school, urging teachers to use the techniques of social science: raising questions and gathering, analyzing, discussing, and displaying data. Elementary
schools in the beginning of the twentieth century focused on basic education—reading, writing, and arithmetic.
As elementary schools trickled the content of social studies down from
the high school objectives—that is, citizenship education and social mores
appreciation—teachers read stories about the early formation of the United
States and focused on children’s development of the virtues exemplified in
moralistic stories (e.g., those in the McGuffey readers).

Introduction to the Authority of Social Studies
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The “subject matter” for this school subject was to be drawn from the most
influential social sciences of the time—history, geography, and civics—and
blended together as one school subject for the purpose of helping children
understand our American heritage and acquire the skills and sensitivities basic
to constructive participation in our nation’s democratic society. (Maxim, 2013,
p. 12)

In today’s schools, much of the content is still focused on these early curricular goals; however, the scope for the social studies has expanded to include
content from other basic social sciences.
SOCIAL STUDIES DEFINED
The primary purpose for the study of social studies content is “to help young
people develop the ability to make informed and reasoned decisions for the
public good as citizens in a culturally diverse, democratic society in an
interdependent world.” Social studies investigations promote “civic competence” and draw on such disciplines as “anthropology, archaeology, economics, geography, history, law, philosophy, political science, psychology, religion, and sociology, as well as appropriate content from the humanities, mathematics, and natural sciences” (National Council for the Social Studies,
2010, p. 3).
In the early childhood years, then, social studies takes place in such
diverse activities as when children together decide which imaginary roles to
play on the jungle gym, which structure to build in the blocks corner, and
how to interact when meeting a person in a wheelchair. Or, at the primary
level, the social studies leads children to respect classmates from diverse
cultural backgrounds and to establish cooperative learning through class
meetings and project-based learning. As well, social studies take place when
young children learn about the community where they live and investigate
questions of interest using social science techniques.
Social studies content learning also occurs when children observe purchases and deliveries at a supermarket, when they see their parents voting
during an election, and when they watch a caregiver consult MapQuest
(www.mapquest.com), Google Maps (https://maps.google.com), or a portable global positioning system for the best route to the swimming pool.
Curricular investigations of social studies happen in a project-based learning
environment that permits children the opportunities to see the shared roles of
construction workers at a job site or the wedding photographs of their grandparents.
Children also expand their social learning when they meet and interact
with a child whose first language is different from the one that they speak.
Social learning and social studies clearly pervade life in any classroom com-
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munity. The child care and school experiences in the early years thus help
prepare each generation to function as citizens in a civil society. So, the ways
in which rules are established in the classroom and the choice of thematic
investigations or projects to include—say, ecological conservation or other
important societal matters—influence the perceptions that children have
about citizenship.
The primary method for incorporating social studies in curricular activity
is investigation of content using the processes of social scientists. In this
way, children construct understandings, develop skills, and acquire dispositions that serve them as lifelong learners. As part of the work of social
studies, teachers help children develop perspectives from various vantage
points.
Perspective taking, trying to understand what others might think or intend, is
important in social and cognitive learning. When we consider and appreciate
that other people have similar feelings, needs, and wants, it is possible to
develop a sense of caring, fairness, and ethical behavior. (Fromberg, 2012, p.
121)

Thus, it is through the day-to-day discussions, projects, and personal interactions that teachers foster the learning of social studies. In addition, teachers
facilitate learning by engaging children in thematic topics and problem-based
projects derived from their curiosity about the world around them. These
curiosities can be linked to the required standards and curricular guidelines.
THE CURRICULUM OF THE SOCIAL STUDIES
As a result, topics for the investigation of social understandings and the
content of social studies come from children’s experience, mandates of various state and federal agencies, and teachers’ knowledge of the traditional
disciplines of the social sciences—history, geography, political science, economics, anthropology, and sociology. In the course of building content
knowledge about social studies, children interview elders, visit a variety of
community sites, read biographies and stories about people, and observe the
interactions of others.
They glean through direct observation and interactions a great deal of
information about people and the function of goods and services in their
community, as well as much social studies content. In the course of their
direct curricular experiences, young children interpret what they see on television. Children increase their vocabulary and see signs and other printed
material. They learn to compare quantities, measure values, and display the
results of their explorations. As well, children consider how their social lives
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and communities are affected by natural phenomena such as storms and
floods.
The tools for social studies inquiries include hypothesis development,
data gathering, and summarization, as well as interpretative displays. For
preschoolers and kindergarteners, this can mean investigation of such questions as “How does a letter travel from Cleveland to Peoria?” “Where does email come from?” and “How come it is still light where my grandmother
lives, when I talk to her on the phone, and it is dark where I live?”
At the primary age, hypotheses investigated may include “Should families rebuild homes on marshland after they are lost in a hurricane?” “Should
New Jersey build seawalls to prevent flooding?” “Where exactly is Iraq,
Afghanistan, or Syria?” “What will happen to families in our community
when the plant closes?”
Through the investigation of these questions, children will utilize early
literacy skills, problem-solving techniques, and the skills of knowledge representation such as pictures, charts, graphs, and maps, as well as oral and
written presentations. In this way, social studies functions as an integrator of
curriculum.
SOCIAL STUDIES AS CURRICULAR INTEGRATOR
Building on real-life experiences, the study of social studies facilitates young
children’s knowledge of the social world and influences their capacity to
function socially and emotionally in the classroom and the world at large.
Social studies investigations often begin with a profound current event that
perplexes adults and shakes the foundations of child life. Consider, for example, the following:
It is September 13, 2001, in a New Jersey public school. Nolan, age 6, sits at
his seat in his first-grade classroom. He is a vivacious and talkative child, yet
he now is quiet, and he stares vacantly ahead. Nolan knows that something is
terribly wrong in his world. The Twin Towers have fallen down, and it had
something to do with “bad men on planes”—but he has seen those buildings
and cannot comprehend how they could fall down. They are so big. He knows
that several of his friends are not in school today because they have a parent
who will not be coming home from the Twin Towers. He heard his mom
crying and talking on the phone about the towers falling. He also knows that
his father is not home. His mother said that Daddy couldn’t get back from
California because no planes are flying, but a part of him is worried: His father
worked in a tall building in New York sometimes, too. His mom has packed
the car with supplies and blankets “just in case,” and he isn’t too sure of what
that means. The teacher notices Nolan’s distraction and asks, “Are you OK?”
The boy quietly answers, “No.” “Are you sick?” she probes. He nods affirma-
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tively and then adds haltingly, as if trying to put this new feeling into words, “I
feel sick . . . inside my heart.” (L. Davey, 2001, personal communication)

The ways in which teachers in New Jersey and elsewhere facilitated children’s coping in response to this tragic period—paired with parental guidance and media coverage at the time—currently influence the child’s social
knowledge, which is knowing based on experiences acquired through interactions with families, peers, and community. More recently, teachers and
young children have come to understand societal interpretations of Hurricane
Katrina (www.livescience.com/22522-hurricane-katrina-facts.html), the Arab Spring (http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Timeline_of_the_Arab_Spring#Overview_diagram), and international tragedies such as the tsunami that struck
Thailand (http://nctr.pmel.noaa.gov/database_devel.html). In addition, Hurricane Sandy forever changed the Jersey shore and severely damaged Staten
Island. It wiped out many businesses in Red Hook section of Brooklyn, and
the community worked to help the grocery store Fairway reopen in March
2013. A celebratory street fair had children and families celebrating (Feuer,
2013).
Or consider the forest fires (http://fires.globalincidentmap.com/
home.php) that rage in the Western states with increasing ferocity. The direct
effect of these events on children’s social understandings depends in part on
the proximity of the event to the immediate lives of children; that is, children
in Manhattan and New Jersey were more likely to know a family member or
friend directly affected by September 11.
Young children with relatives in Thailand or those who knew vacationers
would be more directly affected by the tsunami than those viewing the events
on television. Finally, young children in New Orleans who survived the
Superdome experience are more directly influenced by parental attitudes,
school responses, and media portrayal of the events as they interpret these
major life events. All these local, national, and world events forever influence the social knowledge behavior of young children. They serve as anchor
points in the lived experiences of young children and their families. Processed as current events at the time of occurrence and anchor points for
social understanding later, these social–emotional experiences offer many
connections for investigation for young children.
Thus, young children begin to learn about their social world from birth.
The messages they receive in their early years are vivid and lasting. In the
investigation of major life-altering events, as well as the seemingly more
mundane explorations—such as “What toys did my grandparents play with?”
and “What will happen if they serve tilapia in the school cafeteria?”—require
that teachers facilitate a theme- or project-based approach to curriculum: one
that addresses broad questions of social understandings and learning.
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Therefore, questions appropriately explored, such as “Who am I?” and
“How do people move from place to place?” as well as those growing from
child experience permit the learner to acquire significant understandings
about the world and the way in which it works. This is the approach to
curriculum that considers developmentally appropriate practice caveats:
•
•
•
•
•

Build on what children already know.
Develop concepts and processes rather than focusing on isolated facts.
Provide hands-on activities.
Use relevant social studies content throughout the year.
Capitalize on child interest. (Copple & Bredekamp, 2009)

Such principles tell us that young children understand the world from their
vantages and build knowledge, skills, and dispositions through their diverse
home, community, child care, and school experiences.
This is an approach that validates that young children learn best from
teaching practice that fosters multiple ways of knowing. This approach is
informed by integrated interdisciplinary experiences that promote understanding, cooperation, and caring in context in ways that relate to children’s
knowledge and experience (Fromberg, 1995, p. 77; Fromberg, 2012; Kostelnik, Soderman, & Whiren, 2011). While some of the disciplines that make up
the social studies may seem complex and beyond the capabilities of young
children at first glance, thematic investigation of the social studies applies
children’s immediate lives and appeals to their imagination.
The traditional content for social studies in the primary grades, as defined
by the National Council for the Social Studies (1984, pp. 376–385), includes
the following:
Kindergarten—awareness of self in the social setting
First grade—the individual in school and family life
Second grade—the neighborhood
Third grade—sharing the earth with others in the community
These topics are often part of preschool curricula as well. The depth of
investigation varies accordingly. For example, awareness of self in preschool
may begin with focuses such as “I am a boy” or “I am a girl.” “I can play
with friends.” “I live with my family.” In kindergarten, the focus builds to
include reflection on competencies such as writing, ability to work cooperatively in a group, and so on.
In preschool, a study of sharing the earth might revolve around an exploration of “Where does the trash go when it leaves the wastebaskets in the
center?” By third grade, the same topic may explore “Why do we need oil?”
“Where in the world is oil located?” “Why do some people want to drill for
oil in Alaska?”
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Thus, the early childhood curriculum relies less on traditional disciplines
as artificial divisions of knowledge categories—mathematics, literacy, science, social studies—and relies more on the insightful teacher to help children make connections to learning both the content and the processes of the
social studies. This approach to social studies provides children with an
introduction to the ways of a democratic society and guides them through
interpersonal relationships.
In addition, the method provides children with approaches to problemsolve issues, such as social justice, equality, and world hunger. Examples of
this kind of problem-solving investigatory activity incorporates children’s
attention to establishing equitable distribution of scarce resources within the
classroom, examination of available public transportation options in the
neighborhoods of their city, and the dictation or writing of a position statement on the benefits of recycling the garbage in the classroom, school, home,
or community.
These activities may occur as part of the traditional content of social
studies as defined by the National Council for the Social Studies (1984) or,
more commonly, emerge through the current issues and events of the classroom community. For teachers of young children, social studies processes
are a way of being with children as much as, if not more than, a subject in the
curriculum. Thus, social studies content and processes explore how people
can get along and interact with one another in families, groups, classes,
communities, and the world in general. This exploration by children of such
enduring issues affects and influences their understanding of the social
world. Teachers scaffold children’s experiences in the social world so that
initial encounters with concepts represent first-draft interpretations.
For example, several years ago, when Haley’s Comet was making its
once-in-a-century appearance, a teacher arranged a field trip to a campus
planetarium. The children were enthralled by the night sky projected on the
ceiling. When the astronomer asked them to “call” the comet out, they became delighted each time they said, “Comet, please come out,” and the
comet tracked across the sky as if on command. These children’s memories
would initially promote the belief that calling to the comet caused the tracking (L. Davey, 2005, personal communication).
As the children returned to their classroom, their teacher then helped
children understand the nature of comets by reading stories so that they could
begin their foundational knowledge in astronomy. Thus, children use experiential knowledge and literacy experiences as they move into their adult years
and as they are called on to refine, interpret, and ultimately protect the
democratic principles of U.S. society. “If equality, humanity, and freedom
are the promise of democracy, then education is the promise keeper” (Darling-Hammond, 1995, p. 6). In U.S. schools, this “promise keeping” undergirds the social studies curriculum.
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So, whether teachers are assisting children with their understanding of
current events, their processing of field experiences that lead them to understand scientific events, or their studying the history and geography of their
communities, they are assisting in developing their multidimensional thinking and critical analysis skills, as well as promoting their acquisition of social
knowledge and development.
CRITICAL INTERSECTIONS OF SOCIAL DEVELOPMENT
AND THE SOCIAL STUDIES
The expectation in the United States is that through social studies curricula,
children will learn aspects of social interaction that include fairness, social
justice, and democratic principles; such skills will enable them to become
informed and caring citizens. In this sense, the most important element in
social studies takes place from the moment that a teacher greets a child
entering the classroom. For example, consider the following anecdote:
Noelle is 5 and she is late for school. Her working mom is away at a conference, and everything is out of kilter in Noelle’s world. As she approaches her
room with a neighbor, she appears anxious and unsure. When the door to the
classroom is opened, she sees that her classmates are gathered at the opposite
corner of the room, singing with a teaching assistant. The teacher is working
with a small group of children on a letter of thanks to the fifth graders who
came to read to them yesterday. Noelle hesitates at the door. The teacher nods
to Noelle and says, “Good morning, I am glad you are here today. Please put
your coat away and join your friends who are singing. We’ll talk in a minute
so you can know what we’ve done so far today.” Noelle smiles, puts her coat
away, and goes to sit by her friend Qiana. (L. Davey, 2005, personal communication)

With this experience, Noelle meets an empathetic teacher who recognizes her
distress about being late. She provides a graceful way for her to enter the
ongoing activities. The other children continue with their activities. Later, the
teacher will find out why Noelle was late and offer assurances that these
things happen. She may ask if Noelle wants to draw a picture for her mother
as a gift when she returns. Through these personal interactions, then, Noelle
and the other children learn strategies for coping with stress, classroom disruption, and acceptance of momentary or unusual events.
Accordingly, there is much social learning that children can absorb in the
course of daily interactions. For example, children learn to balance selfinterest with caring for others. If there is one copper crayon in the class bin,
Andy may want to use it to draw the roof of a building. He realizes that
Harold is drawing pipes, so he cares for Harold by handing him the copper
crayon and selecting the green one for himself. They learn the responsibil-
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ities of ownership as well as the requirements for sharing. For example,
Lauren brought a book about babies that Aunt Susan gave her for her birthday. She has protected the book by bringing it in a brown paper bag. The
teacher will read the story, and classmates will have an opportunity to read it
throughout the day.
Children experience opportunities to empathize with others as well as
opportunities to become independent and self-motivated. For example, Loreta drops the utility ball in the circle game on the playground almost every
time it is thrown to her. Brian starts to laugh and say something like “Loreta,
you are such a dork.” Damien reminds Brian that he dropped the ball several
times yesterday and that it is rude to laugh and call others names. As part of a
thematic investigation of families, Tricia draws a family tree; Lee cuts photos
of family members and places them on a picture of a tree; and Avery uses
Kidspiration 3 software (www.inspiration.com/Kidspiration) to complete the
depiction of his family tree.
As sensitive teachers promote social learning in the daily life of school,
they must consider the cultural context of the classroom, as well as the
diverse family experiences that determine family perceptions of the obligations of citizenship and the principles of democracy.
CULTURAL CONTRIBUTIONS IN THE
INVESTIGATION OF SOCIAL STUDIES
Just as we commonly assume that young children come to early childhood
programs with a personal set of skills, concepts, and ways of behaving, we
must acknowledge that children also bring to school their interpretations of
their familial experiences and social experiences in the community. That is,
they bring the concepts of appropriate behavior, relationships, and habitual
ways of exploring based on their experiences in their families and in the
community. In addition, young children bring various understanding of their
social worlds through their personal lenses of culture.
One definition of culture is
the customary beliefs, social forms, and material traits of a racial, religious, or
social group; also: the characteristic features of everyday existence (as diversions or a way of life) shared by people in a place or time (popular culture)
(southern culture). (www.merriam-webster.com/dictionary/culture)

In classrooms across the country, culture and the implications of diversity are
frequently reduced to a consideration of the food, art, crafts, music, and
clothing that serve as identifying codes for separating and sorting people by
simple observable signifiers. This surface view of culture misses the cultural
influences that enrich people’s lives. A closer look at culture might choose to
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examine a particular group’s history or race, tying in such activities as common geography, language, class, and traditions. This view also tends to rely
on outside indicators that may or may not represent a true picture of diversity
(Gollnick & Chinn, 2013; Ramsey, 2004).
Looking beyond and expanding such arbitrary surface divisions of culture
is viewed as the way that a group of people commonly understand their
world; how they think, feel, and act; what they value; how they behave; what
they honor; and what they believe (Hollins, 2013). This view of culture
opens the door for understanding the complexity of a family’s definition, as
well as one’s self-definition, of culture, which transcends external arbitrary
ascriptions by others and the requirements for static definitions, thereby permitting the family to pick and choose the attributions of traditional cultural
definitions as well as those gained through interactions with dominant cultures in a society. As well, those who come from a dominant culture, situationally defined, come to understand the disparate views of specific “other”
cultures.
Thus, in trying to understand the children in our early childhood programs, we must note that individual experience occurs through interactions
between adults and children in specific cultural contexts or situations. Culture here is meant to include not only differences among children and their
families but also the teachers’ “ethnicity, gender, race, economic class, religion, abilities and disabilities, age, sexual orientation, and experiences” (Gollnick & Chinn, 2013).
Consequently, the ways in which cultural factors influence a teacher’s
planning for and interaction with children are essential in the choices that a
teacher makes in support of optimal learning and teaching for all children.
This is a view of diversity that moves beyond a focus on the externals of a
child’s or a teacher’s culture and that addresses the complexities of the forces
that affect every social action and interaction among and across children with
different cultural experiences. From this perspective, diversity is described as
personal and multifaceted. When teachers recognize that learning is so inextricably tied to a respect for diversity and culture, they begin to see why indepth definitions are important to help meet the needs of the young child (cf.
Gonzalez-Mena, 2013).
Unfortunately, the failure to recognize and appreciate the dynamic nature
of cultural influences on children’s learning leads to misconceptions that can
intrude into many early childhood programs. This occurs even in programs
that strive to implement diverse perspectives without considering the complexities involved. Three approaches that are common but inappropriate are
(1) the European American culture-centered approach, which focuses on a
single culture, such as “Irish”; (2) the difference denial approach, which sees
all as being alike and therefore soon takes on an European American face
(e.g., everyone celebrates a holiday in December); and (3) the multicultural
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approach, which addresses differences as an “add-on” not truly integrated
into the curriculum (e.g., “Let’s make latkes in December” [for Hanukkah] or
“Let’s read a poem about Rosa Parks in February” [for Black History
Month]; Bredekamp & Rosengrant, 1999; Derman-Sparks & Edwards,
2010).
These well-meaning but misplaced efforts are in contrast to instruction
that is expressed in an overarching orienting concept for understanding cultural processes as one. This concept lays the mental framework for interpreting
culture as not just learning what other people do but understanding one’s
own cultural heritage as well as other cultural communities. The approach
requires taking the perspectives of people of contrasting backgrounds and
recognizing that particular cultural practices fit together and are connected.
As well, this perspective respects that cultural communities continue to
change, as do individuals. It is an approach that operates from respectful
interactions and ongoing dialogues among and between children, teachers,
and families. Finally, there is not likely to be one best way (Gonzalez-Mena,
2013).
In addition to respecting the complexity of cultural understandings as
these affect teachers’ work with children, teachers’ interactions with families
are a critical component for respecting diversity and difference. This calls for
teachers to understand the values and goals of families from the perspectives
of the families. For young children learn of cultural meanings and behaviors
from birth and carry forward these learnings as they enter child care and the
educational world (Gonzalez-Mena, 2008).
Last, in another definitional understanding of the term culture are the
trends that influence societal perceptions and activities—that is, popular culture. Teachers recognize that popular culture is always changing. These
changes are reflected in, for example, the toys and media of a generation—
Barbie dolls, GI Joe, Power Rangers, SpongeBob SquarePants, LeapFrog
LeapPad, Furby, Pillow Pets Dream Lites, and so on. As well, sports and
games played differ by generations or by cultural traditions. For example, is
it soccer, baseball, football, lacrosse, or rugby that consumes the interests of
children? In addition, books, movies, and art of popular culture vary by
generation. For example, is it Mickey Mouse, Toy Story, or Harry Potter that
permeates the interests of families and children?
Inventions transform society and cultures—the printing press, the automobile, shopping malls, Post-it notes. Throughout history, as industrial and
technological advances occur, inventions tend to trickle down from the innovators, through the adult community members to children. Today, advances
related to technology are implemented, in many cases, by the children in our
society before these are woven into the popular cultural life experiences of
the adults around them.
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Children navigate the Internet, play video games, and use iPods, cell
phones, and other digital gadgets with an aplomb, creativity, and confidence
that sometimes leave some adults around them baffled. They experiment and
pick up the new “language” with ease. Thus, the technologically influenced
popular culture requires that teachers consider appropriate inclusions of technology in the social studies curriculum as a measure of societal impact, as
tools to enhance the personalization of learning, and as phenomena that
transform the very way in which knowledge develops.
THE POWER OF SOCIAL STUDIES IN THE
EARLY CHILDHOOD CURRICULUM
What, then, do the processes and content of social studies offer the early
childhood curriculum?
Social studies as content and process is a vibrant and vital part of early childhood curricula. Social studies at the center of early childhood curricula offers
the hope that the focus of education will be on the development of effective,
efficient, ethical children who will approach their world non-simplistically and
thoughtfully. With the help of good teachers, children will not only absorb the
content that focuses on citizenship education in all its permutations but also
learn how to learn and how to consider multiple perspectives. (Mindes, 2005,
p. 17)

This view of the power of social studies is explicated in the following pages
of this book.
Specifically, social studies investigations in early childhood offer opportunities for children and teachers to develop rules and structure to support
social learning, build a sense of community, and attend to a culturally relevant pedagogy that focuses on a global human rights perspective and appreciates the virtues that sustain a moral approach to learning. To implement the
social studies curriculum in early childhood programs, teachers organize
learning through a theme-based approach that sets the stage for learning
using toys, texts, literature, and symbols, as well as video, computer, and
other mass media.
In this approach to teaching, assessment is aligned to curricular goals, and
the measurement of learning relies on an understanding of the day-to-day
application of performance-based assessment. Such an approach focuses on
thinking, creativity, and a constructivist view of learning—that is, it is the
learner who constructs or develops new knowledge by actively pursuing the
understanding of concepts in light of his or her previous experiences. And it
is the teacher who knows the learners in a class and so provides diversified
learning opportunities for his or her particular children. Teaching and learn-
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ing are thus inquiry based—built on the curiosities of the learners. The power
of a vital early childhood social studies curriculum goes beyond the antibias
curriculum and toward a forthright understanding of the complexities of a
diverse society, with considerations of social class and power relationships in
our society as these affect the lives of children and their families as well as
the early childhood programs that serve them. The social studies involve
critical thinking about real-world problems, examined from a critical thinking perspective (cf. Cole & McGuire, 2012).
SOCIAL STUDIES AND THE COMMON
CORE STATE STANDARDS
Thus, while the social studies are not yet explicitly addressed in the Common
Core State Standards—which were proposed by the Council of Chief State
School Officers and the National Governors Association in 2009 to guide
curriculum toward a national focus to create a college- and career-ready
workforce—they
are designed to be robust and relevant to the real world, reflecting the knowledge and skills that our young people need for success in college and careers.
With American students fully prepared for the future, our communities will be
best positioned to compete successfully in the global economy. (Common
Core, 2013, www.corestandards.org)

While only the math standards (numbers and operations, algebra, functions,
statistics and probability, and geometry and mathematical practices) and
English language arts standards (reading, writing, speaking, and listening)
are available at the present, science and social studies standards are forthcoming. Today, states are revising their standards in alliance with the Common Core State Standards, and standardized assessment measures are being
formulated. As we in early childhood education currently prepare for all that
this national movement makes, our focus on the integrated curriculum, the
application of critical thinking in social studies, as well as the sensible use of
technology in the classroom will direct us in this endeavor.
In early childhood, our best practices have long advocated many of the
principles of the Common Core State Standards—including a focus on inquiry-based skills, an emphasis on cross-disciplinary synthesis, and reading
for meaning—and they should help us prepare young children for success on
these new standards. For example, strategies that support learners in reading
complex text include asking them to analyze the gist of the text: its implied
meaning, source, and connections. Making a perspective chart or graphic
organizer can help children identify multiple viewpoints, and creating a character analysis frame can help them focus on what characters say and do, thus
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assisting them in identifying patterns. Finally, helping learners identify the
structural aspects of text, such as headers and bullets, can help them understand their function within text (Varlas, 2012).
Noteworthy in the English language arts standards is the inclusion of
standards for speaking and listening, which are areas where early childhood
education teachers start the development of early literacy. This emphasis also
heightens the awareness for recognition of the integrated nature of oral and
written communication. These skills are particularly applicable for learning
through a project-based approach to curriculum (cf. Larmer & Mergendoller,
2013). The focus of the English language arts standards includes attention to
the use of content-rich nonfiction, reading and writing grounded in evidence,
and regular practice with complex texts and academic language (Alberti,
2013)—all practices that can be utilized especially well in the study of social
studies.
The math standards focus on linking topics across grades and rigorously
pursuing conceptual understanding, procedural skill, and application (Alberti, 2013). Again, these are practices that are useful for promoting curricular
integration and the teaching of social studies.
Additional curricular implications from the Common Core State Standards that apply to teaching the social studies include the employment of
tools to analyze data and measure the accomplishment of students in meeting
goals (cf. White, 2011). These ways of teaching for meaning are commonly
found in early childhood primary grades and should apply well to the reading
for the social studies, as the following chapters illustrate. For,
the social studies curriculum in U.S. society will continue to reflect the major
issues and tensions within American life, as well as mirror the nation’s ideals,
goals, aspirations, and conflicts. The development of reflective and active
citizens who can contribute to and participate in making our nation more
democratic and just should be the major goal of social studies education.
(Banks, 2007, p. 150)

The early childhood focus on curriculum as an active discovery process is
well poised to carry forward a powerful and authoritative approach to the
teaching of social studies.
SUMMARY
This chapter presents a definition of social studies, a brief history of the field,
and a preview of ways to incorporate social studies investigation in early
childhood programs. It offers an overview of the dynamic, inquiry-based
social studies curriculum featuring a holistic and thematic approach to teaching and learning. The chapter also describes social learning resulting from a
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holistic approach to social studies curricular implementation. It further illustrates the important ways that teachers and children use their social interactions to acquire knowledge and dispositions. In addition, the chapter highlights the imperative need to respect, understand, and consider cultures from
the perspectives of families and children. The chapter features a preliminary
description of technology as a product of culture, as well as a tool and
influencer of the social studies curriculum. Finally, it delineates the relationship of an early childhood approach to the Common Core State Standards.
ACTIVITIES IN THE FIELD
1. Interview several teachers who are working with groups of various
ages. Ask about the cultural composition of the class. Find out how
these teachers meet parents at the beginning of the year. Learn how
they incorporate culture diversity in their programs. Discuss your findings with your colleagues.
2. Visit a local elementary school. Ask teachers at various grade levels
how they incorporate social studies in the classroom. In your notebook, sketch room arrangements. Note bulletin board displays. Discuss your findings with your colleagues.
3. Think back to your childhood experiences with technology. What
kinds did you use at different stages of your development? What technological tools do you use as a college student? How does your reflection match what you see in schools and child care centers?
ACTIVITIES IN THE LIBRARY
1. Review the last several issues of Social Studies and the Young Learner
and Young Children. Which social policy issues are discussed? What
are some of the curricular and instructional strategies highlighted in
these journals? How will you use your findings in planning social
studies for your class?
2. In a curriculum library at your college or public library, look at the
materials available for use with children. Think about the materials
available when you were a child. How do the materials compare?
What issues or topics do you see in modern materials? Which issues
and topics might be missing? Discuss your findings with your colleagues.
STUDY QUESTIONS
1. In your own words, what is social studies?
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2. What is the content and the processes of social studies?
3. What is the curriculum of the social studies in the early years?
4. How are activities structured for social studies? What is your preliminary understanding of theme-based and constructivist approaches to
education?
5. What do children learn from social studies?
6. How do your cultural understandings and the cultural backgrounds of
young children and their families affect social studies education?
7. What is the power of social studies in early childhood?
REFLECT AND REREAD
1. How do young children learn social studies?
2. What did policy makers want to accomplish in the past through social
studies education? What do you believe current policy makers are
emphasizing as related to social studies?
3. Are children’s play and children’s literature a powerful way for them
to learn about the social world?
SUGGESTED READINGS
DeVries, R., & Zan, B. (2012). Moral classrooms, moral children: Creating a constructivist
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LINKS
Children’s Defense Fund, www.childrensdefense.org
An advocacy organization that promotes the welfare of young children and their families. A
source for facts and figures about the lives of children as well.

National Association for the Education of Young Children, http://naeyc.org
An association that advocates for the interests of young children. Many resources and links for
policy and practical concerns of teachers.

National Association for Multicultural Education. http://nameorg.org
This association promotes understanding of cultural issues as they apply to education, and its site
contains links to publications and resources for teaching.

National Council for the Social Studies, www.ncss.org
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An association that promotes the teaching and learning of social studies, with resources and
publications related to the social studies.

Partnership for 21st Century Skills, www.p21.org/storage/documents/P21CommonCoreToolkit.pdf

Chapter Two

Moral Development, Character
Education, Emotional Literacy,
and the Social Studies

Character is like a tree and reputation like its shadow. The shadow is what we
think of it; the tree is the real thing.
—Abraham Lincoln (Brooks, 1879, p. 586)

TERMS TO KNOW
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Self-esteem
School self
Cognitive self-concept
Character
Empathy
Community building
Conflict resolution
Etiquette
Self-efficacy
Cognitive reciprocity
Emotional literacy
OVERVIEW

Young children develop a sense of self in a social context. This context
includes an orientation to right and wrong and appropriate behavior, which
begins with their families’ values. With school experience, children modify
21
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their views of themselves—who they are in the social world. The school
experience, beginning at age 2, 3, 4, or 5, influences character, which is an
individual’s approach to ethical issues. In addition, school experiences affect
development and facilitate the development of emotional literacy, as well as
mainstream social behaviors and values.
The issues of cultural diversity and urban, suburban, and rural environment factors influence the resolution of self-identity. The curriculum of the
social studies plays a pivotal role in the classroom influence on this social
development of self and emotional literacy. Respectful teachers scaffold social learning experience, develop classroom community, include character
education discussions, and, as a result, foster social development.
FOCUS QUESTIONS
1. How do children develop self-concept? The social self? The school
self? Emotional literacy?
2. How do teachers and children build classroom community?
3. When should you use a structured approach to social skills development? How do you implement it?
4. What are the complicated relationships among and between family
life, school expectations, and diverse cultural beliefs?
5. What is character education, and how do you see it in the classroom?
SELF-CONCEPT AND THE EVOLUTION OF SOCIAL STUDIES
Young children start to develop a social sense of self through family interactions, beginning in infancy. This sense of self is often characterized as selfesteem: the pride, or lack of pride, in one’s self as an individual. It is this
self-esteem, or confidence in self, that creates the foundation for learning—
the will to take risks, to try new things. Self-esteem drives learner curiosity.
Besides initiative for self-learning, babies begin learning a sense of social
self—“Who am I in relation to others?” Thus, this sense of the social self
begins in the family. It is here that children learn emotional regulation, which
is influenced by the quality of parental and caregiver interaction from infancy
forward, as in appropriate interpretation of baby’s cues for attention and
comfort, the family’s value placed on the baby’s and child’s feelings, the
emotional climate of the family, how the family discusses emotions, as well
as the quality of the parent–child relationship—namely, supportive or challenging (Thompson & Meyer, 2009). “Children who are given opportunities
to engage in family conversation about emotion end up with a more accurate
and comprehensive understanding” (Harris, 2010, p. 320).
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It is in child care and educational settings that the social sense of self
evolves beyond family, the resolution of self-identity. Contacts with peers,
teachers, other center/school personnel, and parents of classmates influence
this sense of self. Thus, the school self, which sees oneself as a learner and a
member of a learning and social community, begins to emerge.
Through the social studies curriculum, teachers of young children can
facilitate important social learning and provide opportunity to understand
diversity among peoples. These social understandings build on the foundation of a cognitive self-concept—the picture of self gained through reflection
and contemplation of the self’s action in response to others; as such, one’s
emotional expression of self to others, social–emotional responses from
peers and adults, sense of self-esteem, and gender identity lead to self-efficacy, or a feeling of competence.
In addition, young children develop self-regulatory skills through interactions with their families and in early childhood experiences. Self-regulatory
skills are the ability to focus attention, manage thoughts and emotions, and
inhibit behaviors deemed socially inappropriate in various contexts. Young
children who are described by teachers as attentive, persistent, and engaged
develop social skills and have an increased level of academic achievement.
This occurs in classrooms where children have opportunities for cooperation,
reciprocity, and creative problem solving (Rimm-Kaufmann & Wanless,
2012). Thus, the social studies curriculum content and processes facilitate
young children’s social–emotional learning as one of the elements in their
lives.
Parental contacts and other adult models, sibling and peer relationships,
child care center and school structure, and, finally, interpersonal interactions
with teachers and other center/school personnel moderate both a foundational
development of self-concept and the understandings of a school self. It is
through these interactions that each child understands where learning and
school fit into personal life. Very early, children learn to think of themselves
as “scholars,” “leaders,” and “athletes” or, in negative terms, as “dummies,”
“troublemakers,” and so forth.
Thus, teachers must provide individual, respectful interactions with students and nurture respectful interactions between and among children, especially as they involve caring and sensitivity to others. When talking with
children, teachers model civility with such statements as “Sharon, please
bring me the red crayon.” Or, when calling on children to remember the
established rules, a teacher may say, “Stephanie, how do you ask your classmate to help you clean up? Yes, ‘David, please help me.’”
Children’s positive relationships with their teachers lay the foundation for
children’s exploration and learning and enhance the likelihood of children’s
engagement and achievement in school . . . (with positive interactions chil-
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dren) are more inclined to make use of learning opportunities in the classroom;
make friends; adjust to classroom and school; and enjoy school and achieve
benefit from early positive relationships. (Dombro, Jablon, & Stetson, 2011, p.
13)

The qualities of positive interactions include responses to children that are
validating, personal, respectful, and accepting. Teachers also develop positive interactions by modeling curiosity, introducing new vocabulary, encouraging thinking, taking risks by trying new things, teaching children how to
find answers, and recognizing learning and development of individuals
(Dombro, Jablon, & Stetson, 2011). The positive interactions with children
begin by teachers being themselves, sharing themselves, and relaxing with
children. This behavior on the part of teachers promotes verbal and nonverbal evidence of positive child relations with peers, teachers, and others in the
classroom.
Besides learning a sense of self, young children evolve in their perceptions of empathy; this is the capacity to see an issue or situation from another’s point of view: from the student’s question, “Why is she crying?” to
the teacher’s answer, “She hit her thumb when pounding the nails into the
board” or “She is crying because her thumb hurts.” Young children show
empathetic perception. Note the teacher’s intervention in facilitating this
perception.
One way to help children increase their ability to feel empathy in the
primary years includes using stories that pose moral dilemmas. With this
technique, teachers first assess with an interview where children are in their
development of empathy by asking them to define an empathetic behavior,
such as “kindness.” Then, they tell a story from shared experience or children’s literature, making sure that the children understand the story by asking
them to tell it in their own words.
Next, they ask the children to describe the conflict in the story, with
questions to promote thinking about the diverse positions implicit in the
conflict. Teachers then record the answers so that they can chart the growth
of individuals and the group over time. They can sometimes ask the children
to write or draw the dilemma from a particular point of view. Accordingly,
children may choose to draw the dilemma from the view of, say, the child
who knocked the blocks down or the child whose structure was demolished
(Upright, 2002).
These lessons are in addition to the teacher’s use of the “teachable” moment during day-to-day interactions among and between children (Mindes &
Donovan, 2001). For example, when two girls in the doll corner both want to
play the “mommy” and are grabbing the baby doll, the teacher can solve the
problem by assigning one to the role, but prompting a discussion about
fairness between the girls aids in their moral development. Besides helping
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young children to learn about character traits that are valued in our contemporary society and to develop potential solutions for moral dilemmas, there is
increasing attention to the inclusion of emotional intelligence in the thinking
of preparing young children as functioning individuals in schools and elsewhere.
CLASSROOM COMMUNITY BUILDING
In a variety of ways, then, teachers can facilitate social–emotional development, emotional literacy, and classroom community through lessons and intentional planning. This happens through the careful consideration of a planning baseline (Berry & Mindes, 1993). Components of the baseline include
the room arrangement, schedules, routines, rules and expectations, and personal interactions. Attention to the details of the baseline facilitates the flow
of students through the room and provides the backbone for academic
achievement. Two of the planning baseline components that facilitate classroom community follow:
• Rules and expectations are clearly delineated so that predictable consequences provide security for classroom citizens. Behavioral guidelines
reflect the values of the school community. Involving students in the
creation and modification of classroom rules ensures the practice of classroom democracy. For example, the third-grade girls say at a class meeting
that the boys always grab the utility ball for the outdoor play period. After
discussion, boys and girls agree on a rotation schedule for using the ball.
• Personal interactions are the ways in which the members of the classroom
community interact. These include student–student exchanges, teacher–student, and teacher–multiple students. Teachers choose roles of observer, facilitator—by suggesting or prompting strategies or words for
children to use in various classroom activities—leader, stage manager, and
participant, depending on the goals of the particular lesson.
You can check to see if your routines are going well to support learning by
being sure that the schedule is predictable and posted. You teach procedures
for following the rules, transitioning from activity to activity, and responding
to children’s individual needs differentially (Kaiser & Rasminsky, 2011).
The rules that support social, emotional, and academic growth are those that
permit the children to participate in making the rules to support a safe learning environment.
These rules are supported by positive teacher language, logical consequences for misbehavior, as well as appropriate behavior, collaborative problem solving when conflict arises, and a classroom organization that supports
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independence, cooperation, and productivity (Brady, Forton, & Porter,
2010). Best practice for teaching rules includes explaining them, showing
how to follow them, rehearsing them with children, and reinforcing them
until they become habit (cf. Wong & Wong, 2009).
Therefore, setting the stage for classroom peer interactions is a critical
part of fostering social–emotional development of each child in a class. An
essential ingredient for the classroom community—the teacher and students
of a given classroom—is mutual respect that is continually practiced across
all relationships: child–child, adult–child, and adult–adult as observed by
children (DeVries & Zan, 2012, pp. 14–17).
One way to view social–emotional development that promotes children’s
self-knowledge and knowledge of others is through the HighScope key developmental indicators of five factors: “taking care of one’s own needs,
expressing feelings in words, building relationships with children and adults,
creating and experiencing collaborative play, and dealing with social conflict
(Hohmann, Weikart, & Epstein, 2008, p. 352). While these factors are identified as important for the preschool classroom, they are the foundation for
kindergarten and beyond, if we view child development as a continuum.
A healthy classroom community demonstrates and supports “courage
(taking risks), inclusion (respecting all peers), value (appreciating all peers),
integrity, cooperation, and safety . . . essential components . . . in which
students and their teachers can grow in an atmosphere of support and mutual
help” (Sapon-Shevin, 2010, p. 19). These values develop when children feel
secure, instruction is differentiated, and conflict resolution is mediated by the
learners themselves as well as supported and modeled by teachers.
The rules in school and the procedures for handling infractions become
less about classroom discipline and more about relationships when the school
climate promotes a positive vision of learning; builds community within the
classroom and across the school; provides extra support in the form of counselors or others for those whose academic, behavioral, or emotional issues
require it; and celebrates success (Sterrett, 2010).
One way that teachers establish a positive environment is through modeling appropriate verbal exchanges with children and by not permitting them to
belittle others explicitly or implicitly. Stanulis and Manning (2002) describe
situations where teachers implicitly reinforce stigmatization of children:
• A new boy, Louis, arrives and the teacher, Ms. Pickle, searches for a place
for him to sit. When she seats him next to Albert, the children say, “No,
not next to Albert.” She then moves Louis in front of Albert, and Sally
says, “Well, that is better than being next to Albert.” Through this behavior, Ms. Pickle accepts that Albert is someone to avoid and communicates
to Louis that she does not respect all students. In the same situation, if Ms.
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Pickle says that she will rely on Albert to mentor Louis, she communicates
respect for all students.
• Using the storybook Chrysanthemum (Henkes, 1996), Ms. Mustard helps
children understand that names are important to each child and that they
are to be respected—not laughed at when children are unfamiliar with
them. Ms. Mustard might follow up with activities that discover the history of name choice, giving each child an opportunity to share the heritage
of his or her own name.
More appropriately, teachers can assist children in learning to respect classmates through social and emotional discussions. DeVries and Zan (2012, pp.
185–191) delineate several important teaching techniques to facilitate the
acquisition of skills:
• Choosing issues to discuss where children might have a difference of
opinion
• Using folktales and stories to read, tell, or act out a dilemma and discuss
alternative behaviors
• Helping children understand diverse viewpoints when reading stories or
discussing current events
• Asking open-ended questions to facilitate critical thinking about situations
• Helping children to articulate their reasoning for solutions to dilemmas
• Accepting diverse solutions and views to problems discussed, particularly
when the perspectives represent various permutations of “truth”
These techniques work well for hypothetical situations. For real dilemmas,
where action by teacher and children must be taken (e.g., a child’s possession
has gone missing or crayons are deliberately broken), teachers and children
must turn not to hypotheticals but to conflict resolution techniques. DeVries
and Zan (2012, pp. 85–124) describe 15 techniques to assist children in
learning conflict management skills. The techniques include, of course,
maintaining children’s safety and communicating that all children will learn
to manage conflict within the classroom. The details of their recommendations are based on research and embedded in a constructivist curricular approach.
Peer competence, as described by Kemple (2004; Kostelnik, Gregory,
Soderman, & Whiren, 2012), is the idea that in the social context of the
classroom, young children learn from interactions with peers; therefore, an
aspect of fostering social development is fostering young children’s capacity
to mentor one another. As young children engage with a more diverse repertoire of young children—children with disabilities, children from varying
cultures, and children from various incomes—the development of peer men-
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toring and interaction skills requires greater intervention and consciousness
on the part of teachers.
You can facilitate such development by reflecting on observations and
creating effective room arrangements to support collaborative learning and
interaction among the peers. Besides the teacher’s facilitative role, young
children then learn how to support one another (cf. Deiner, 2013). For some
issues, a formal structure for resolving conflict or controversy may be desired.
Class meetings may be useful classroom structural devices for second and
third graders. Angell (2004) describes one way to conduct these meetings in
a formal manner. With formality, children appreciate the importance of the
meetings, which she constructs with a student chair, a sergeant at arms, and
minute reader. The minutes include reminders that the class agreed on at the
last meeting (e.g., “Don’t go into people’s desks”), announcements, questions, acknowledgments and apologies, and suggestions. Class meeting time
is one way to use a formal structure to deal with conflict or controversy.
Kriete (2002) describes a daily plan to use meetings to build class community as well as to provide regular check-ins (for ongoing updates to the
technique, see Responsive Classroom, www.responsiveclassroom.org). The
approach involves a four-step process: (1) greetings, where children greet
one another by name and engage in greeting activities; (2) sharing of feelings, ideas, and thoughts; (3) a group activity to build class bonding; and (4)
news and announcements (p. 3). The morning meeting is designed to set the
tone of respectful interactions for the class. The meetings tackle issues of
importance to the classroom community.
At younger age levels, class meetings may require less formality and be
quite useful for solving classroom problems. For example, a class has a
problem with people hitting one another while standing in line. What can we
do to solve this problem? With teacher facilitation, children may identify a
concrete way to measure increased distance among children standing in line
(cf. Kostelnik, Gregory, Soderman, & Whiren, 2012; Vance & Weaver,
2002). How can we support our friends in the classroom? What can teachers
facilitate? This may include demonstrating the skills needed to maintain
friendships, such as saying sorry, asking to enter an ongoing game, or learning to share feelings.
RULES AND STRUCTURE TO SUPPORT LEARNING
Conflict resolution, an ability to resolve differences with another, is an essential aspect of social and moral development that requires acquisition of skills
and judgment to negotiate and compromise, as well as to develop a sense of
fairness (DeVries & Zan, 2012; Killen, Ardila-Rey, Barakkatz, & Wang,
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2000, p. 74). Both teachers and children in preschool perceive that teachers
do and should intervene in conflict situations. Hitting, meanness, hoarding
toys, and other moral dilemmas in the classroom require teachers to use
direct commands, such as rule statements, explanations, and time-out directives. See Table 2.1 for examples.
Table 2.1. Teachers’ Commands, Rule Statements, and Time-Out Directives
Command

“Russell, stop running now.”

Rule statement

“Sue, please use your 3-inch voice when working with Clara.”

Time-out directives

“Kathryn, you may sit in the time-out chair until you are ready
to work cooperatively with Ronald.”

For social convention transgressions or violations of etiquette (i.e., rules for
social engagement), such as not saying “please” and “thank you,” teachers
should use indirect commands such as hints and suggestions (Feeney, Moravcik, & Nolte, 2013; Killen, Ardila-Rey, Barakkatz, & Wang, 2000, p. 74)
as well as modeling. Etiquette violations are subject to cultural interpretation,
however, and so teachers need to be aware of the etiquette standards for the
cultures represented in the class. At the same time, part of the social studies
curriculum involves explaining conventional etiquette as observed in the
U.S. mainstream. “Manners are minor morals. They are the everyday ways
we respect other people and facilitate social relations. They make up the
moral fabric of our shared lives” (Lickona, 2004, p. 166).
One way to help children learn these conventions is through the explicit
description of “school behavioral expectations.” Thus, you may say, “You
know at school we say ‘excuse me’ when we accidentally knock a paper
from Gerald’s desk” or “When you come to school, it is like going to someone’s home, so you say, ‘Good morning, Ms. Antelope.’ When you leave,
you say ‘See you later, bye” (Lickona, 2004). With this approach, you have
conveyed that “school’” has certain etiquette conventions.
A focus on “at school” can communicate to children that different social
settings have different conventions and that children can have a repertoire of
social conventions to use in various settings. One way to ensure that children
understand the moral imperative of respect for the human rights of their
classmates and others, as well as etiquette conventions, is to involve them in
identifying rules and standards for behavior.
Teachers can work with children to develop rules as convictions about
“right” behavior emerge. DeVries and Zan (2012, pp. 145–162) give examples arising from practice where some children are concerned about others’
treatment of the class guinea pig. The class then makes rules—for example,
• “Ask the teacher before you take the guinea pig out.”
• “Be careful—no hurting the guinea pig.”
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• “Don’t squeeze, drop, or throw him. Hold him gently.”
• “Don’t put him on the floor. Hold him.”
In another situation, children are hurting one another. Through the discussion, children develop rules, such as the following:
•
•
•
•
•

“Use your words.”
“No hitting.”
“No kicking.”
“No fighting.”
“Don’t hurt anyone.”

When children forget their own rules, discussion or prompting can help them
remember. An example of a classroom rule is “No touching people when
they say no.” Thus, if a teacher hears, “He touched me,” he or she can reply,
“What are you going to do?” to which the child will ideally say, “Tell him
no” (DeVries and Zan, 2012, pp. 157–158).
CLASSROOM PROVISIONS THAT MODEL RESPECT
AND BUILD A SENSE OF COMMUNITY
Stone (2001; see also, Bullard, 2013) suggests a broad approach to demonstrate respect for children that includes an appropriate daily schedule and a
safe and comfortable environment where children can learn and be engaged
in many rich learning experiences. The teacher’s respect for children leads to
planning a balanced curriculum with fresh updates throughout the year. This
is a curriculum that considers and respects children, with the following attributes:
Room arrangement—having traffic patterns that match the classroom activities planned. Learning centers are clearly set up and defined by
topic, with appropriate space to match the activities. Equipment and
materials are accessible and grouped to encourage child management
of them.
Schedule—reflects balance of individual, small group, and large group
activity structure. A well-developed schedule includes large blocks of
time during the week to support theme-based curricular endeavors.
Routines—facilitate efficient accomplishment of everyday tasks and promote a sense of structure and predictability about the days and weeks
of school. These include activities such as collecting lunch money,
distributing papers, lining up, and reporting attendance (Berry &
Mindes, 1993).
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Finally, words and tone of voice are other ways that teachers communicate
an atmosphere of respect for children.
PROVIDING A SUPPORTIVE STRUCTURE TO
DEVELOP SOCIAL SKILLS
Classroom organization and structure promote the development of social
skills and understandings. There are four components of social–emotional
competence: emotional self-regulation, social knowledge and understanding,
social skills, and social dispositions (Epstein, 2007). Besides providing an
appropriate and effective classroom structure—which you create by having
established routines, organized classroom, and rapport with children—you
can model social skills for children by treating them with respect and dignity.
This valuing of all the children occurs when we listen intently and accept
their feelings and thoughts. It happens when we use positive humor and
provide corrective feedback that fosters student effort, acknowledges child
growth, and uses their words to diffuse difficult situations (Tomlinson,
2011). For those who need a little help, you can coach them to success—for
example, “When it is cleanup time and we have already finished our book
and reshelved it, how can we help our friend who has many puzzle pieces to
pick up?” The coaching is most essential when mediating conflict. Of course,
social skills require practice, so we include opportunities for young children
to work together.
While most young children acquire social skills through the natural process of personal interactions with family, friends, teachers, and schoolmates,
some children require more structure. This is just as some children need to
have learning tasks carefully sequenced with many concrete, individual steps
outlined. One approach to this process is the Stop and Think Social Skills
Program (Knoff, 2001, 2012). The program organizes social skills into four
sets:
Survival skills—listening, following directions, ignoring distractions,
speaking up for oneself
Interpersonal skills—sharing, waiting for a turn, joining an activity
Problem-solving skills—asking for help, apologizing, deciding what to
do, accepting consequences
Conflict resolution skills—handling teasing, losing, peer pressure
Whether through a structured approach for particular children or the relationships in a supportive classroom, the goal for teachers and schools is to build
and elaborate social skills. These skills foster a child’s sense of empathy and
help to develop conflict resolution approaches, self-control that ensures
mood regulation, and the ability to delay gratification or to wait. One way to
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facilitate these skills is through fantasy play; this is the kind of play that
permits children to take on roles in scenarios or through stories created or
remembered. It permits children an opportunity to try out new behaviors and
roles without risking loss of status or face in a real situation.
Singer’s (1973) research on parents and children documents that children
who engage highly in fantasy play have a greater capacity for waiting patiently, attributable to their parents’ having engaged in fantasy play with
them. However the skills are developed, the most important yield is that they
help build a sense of self-efficacy, a belief that personal goals are achievable
and under a modicum of control by the child.
CULTURALLY RELEVANT PEDAGOGY AND
ISSUES OF “HIDDEN CURRICULA”
In our increasingly global society, children and parents come with cultural
experiences frequently different from those of their teachers, and the classmates are often from diverse backgrounds. These cultural differences influence child-rearing traditions as well as children’s behavior and communication styles in school. For culture includes the history, values, beliefs, and
current political reality for each group.
Mainstream U.S. culture is often described as youth oriented, future focused, materialistic, and clock conscious. Individuals are expected to be selfreliant, and the shared understanding among U.S. citizens is that everyone
has a chance to shoot for the top. Not all cultures share these values and
approaches to life. As well, many people in this country have been affected
by the false promises of mainstream values—for example, that everyone has
a chance to attend elite colleges. However, schools that are underfunded
often produce graduates with limited curricular exposure to the college preparatory curriculum or the guidance they need to attempt the admission process.
Cultural beliefs influence family choices about meals, bedtime, gender
roles, child discipline, and expectations of teachers and schools. For immigrants, acculturation to the mainstream United States varies, from keeping
one’s traditional practices (i.e., those from their countries of origin) to a
dualistic approach that includes embracing both a traditional and an individualistic approach that favors neither traditional nor mainstream U.S. culture
(Ramirez & Casteneda, 1974; Thomas & Schwartzbaum, 2011).
Others describe acculturation as more fluid and mosaic; that is, the role of
cultural identity for individuals and families may be in process or may
change in response to their experiences. Thus, teachers must take their cues
from families about traditions in the home rather than ascribing stereotypical
cultural characteristics to individuals and families.
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Nevertheless, it is important to show your support for diversity with the
following items in your classroom:
•
•
•
•

Photos of people from the community, state, region, and other countries
Music of various forms
Children’s books from diverse cultural groups
Texts and other materials that follow antibias principles

While culture influences all the ways that children behave, schools have
relied on definitions of social expectations that are typically related to the
dominant culture, such as the following:
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Social space—arm’s length away
Authority of the teacher
Time—exact adherence
Rules—developed by teachers
Language—standard English
Competition
Privilege for alphabetic literacy

Curricula and instruction that respect diversity ensure that children have
experience that “builds positive images, challenges young children’s stereotypes, offers children tools for change, and addresses issues of exclusion and
inclusion in age-appropriate contexts” (Hyson, 2004, p. 29). While engaged
in this appropriate multicultural experience, you must be aware of how children respond emotionally to exclusion, bias, and difference and so plan for
classroom activities and responses accordingly.
Thus, as a teacher, you balance the individual’s traditions as well as
respect for all the diversity represented in your classroom setting—ethnic,
social class, gender—with an emphasis on social responsibility and the provision of opportunities for those who may experience discrimination in other
social settings. In this way, the teacher is the key to breaking previously
established barriers and traditions—that is, the preeminent role of dominant
value orientation that may limit the respect for diversity (Derman-Sparks,
2010).
The “Common Good”
An important part of the social studies, even for young children, is an emphasis on social responsibility and civic engagement in a democratic society.
Such focus ensures that young citizens learn to appreciate their responsibilities for citizenship. Thus, the curriculum must facilitate the development of
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attitudes, knowledge, and skills that will enable individuals to function in
their own communities and in those of others.
This public school responsibility becomes evermore critical to think about
as our schools become increasingly diverse. At a global conference, Banks
(2004) stated that all children must see themselves in the citizenship education curriculum. For if they do not, then as adolescents and adults, they will
be able to identify with the overarching national identity only to the extent
that it mirrors their own perspectives, struggles, hopes, and possibilities. A
curriculum that incorporates just the knowledge, values, experiences, and
perspectives of mainstream powerful groups marginalizes the experiences of
students who are members of racial, cultural, language, and religious minorities. Such a curriculum will not foster an overarching national identity,
because students will view it as one that has been created and constructed by
outsiders—people who do not know, understand, or value their cultural and
community experiences (Banks, 2004, p. 13; cf. Banks & Banks, 2012).
ETHICAL IMPLICATIONS FOR TEACHERS
IN THE PRESS FOR ACCOUNTABILITY
Early childhood teachers and scholars have always placed a high value on
meeting children where they are and helping them move forward. In our
diverse society, this is evermore important. Teachers thus need to learn about
the cultural traditions of the children they teach. There is a need to teach with
respect for all children and parents and to bridge the gap for children who
need more scaffolding. For the overall goal is that the social interactions at
school that are based on sensitivity to children’s social experiences elsewhere
will help ensure that children develop problem-solving skills, autonomy,
self-esteem, and self-efficacy. Thus, children become resilient enough to
handle the frustrations of ever-increasing academic demands in complicated
classrooms.
An educator states, “The bottom line is that effective schools create instructional spaces where identity, intellect, and imagination are negotiated
between teachers and students in ways that actively challenge coercive relations of power in the wider society” (Cummins, 2003, p. 58). Other educators
support this view as follows: “Our classroom was full of human knowledge.
We had a teacher who believed in us; he didn’t hide our power; he advertised
it” (Jasso & Jasso, 1995, p. 255).
Nieto (2012) uses case studies and thoughtful probes to stimulate our
thinking about all the diversities in our classrooms: Racial, linguistic, religious, cultural, and sexual diversities present real, diverse students, illuminating the need for multicultural education and vigilance as we embrace the
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ideals of accountability with the respect for the children and families in our
care and educational communities.
CHARACTER EDUCATION
In reformulating “school” in the previous decades, public debate converged
on the civility of society—particularly as the norms were developed in the
institution where children spend almost as much time as they do at home.
Thus, as the social studies promote the common good, the debate about
character becomes an integral part of the social studies curriculum—with the
attendant focus on “good” and “right” behavior, grounded in moral precepts.
Values such as honesty, integrity, honor, and fairness are part of these virtues
of character.
Values that teachers feel comfortable in teaching and modeling usually
have to do with those related to democratic principles and respect for cultural
diversity and a safe and cooperative classroom environment. The dicey part
of this discussion comes about when “right” is juxtaposed with the goals of a
pluralistic society. While there are “absolutes” that transcend culture—for
example, most societies define murder as absolutely wrong—there are some
exceptions made by certain societies if a “higher” moral principle can be
applied, as defined by the culture (e.g., to support murder).
In the case of school and family issues, there are some not-so-clear customs that are culturally determined. For example, whose job is it to go to
school to meet the teacher—the father? the mother? both parents? The answer varies.
The nexus of diversity across families and communities is critical in the
lives of young children. Otherwise, the effort to respect and to support community risks encountering the dangers of schools of the recent past through a
reemphasis on the hidden curriculum (Giroux, 1983). The hidden curriculum
is one in which children are judged as “less worthy” or inadequate because of
their ethnic, economic, social, and family statuses.
The devastating consequences of this value set, pushed to the extreme,
culminated in the President’s Panel on Mental Retardation’s publication of
The Six-Hour Retarded Child (1968). This panel documented schools where
children found themselves treated to a less cognitively rigorous curriculum as
a result of their failure at school tasks, while in the community they functioned with aplomb and complexity.
The negatively applied hidden curriculum can be turned around when
schools collaborate with the communities they serve to focus on the values of
the community. A recent example in process is an effort of the Chicago
Public Schools. The prime focus of Chicago community leaders and parents
is on achievement and accountability, with the attendant values of outcome-
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based education that assume hard work and responsibility for results on the
part of all constituents—children, teachers, parents, and systemwide administrators.
However, the system of local school councils and mayoral-appointed
school board find that the solution to a looming budget crisis is severely
strained when trying to balance economic perspectives with local school
vision of the community. This drama—which is played out across the national landscape in other communities facing short supplies of public dollars with
competing demands for roads, hospitals, police and fire forces—complicates
schooling, community relations, and teachers’ implementation of appropriate
curricula and instruction. This complex schooling and society nexus can be
contrasted with the conventional wisdom of a decade or so ago:
Schools avoid the trendy and are responsive to community need when the
focus is on such stern virtues as persistence at hard tasks, courage in the face
of difficulties, and patience . . . recognition that character development and
morality have deep religious roots . . . that a clear recognition of the virtues
required by the community must be understood by all . . . and that teachers
must regain moral authority in the lives of children. (Ryan & Bohlin, 1999)

However, law and good practice already require that teachers serve as advocates for the young children in their care through such responsibilities as
mandated reporting of child abuse. A key responsibility of teachers in the
21st century is participating in the definition, articulation, and advocacy of a
set of virtues to provide the keys for academic mastery for all children.
Respect, responsibility, and self-discipline—the core values of character education (Ryan & Bohlin, 1999)—begin in the early years for young people
who later face choices that lead to participation in gang violence, precocious
sexual activity, and substance abuse.
Through the formal curriculum, these values are taught explicitly by the
texts, stories, and other media chosen by teachers and children in the pursuit
of understanding the themes. Through the hidden curriculum, children can
“lose self-esteem, show unswerving obedience to silly rules, and suppress
their individuality” (Ryan, 1995, p. 182).
Teachers can shift the hidden curriculum to ensure that “a spirit of fairness penetrates every corner of the school. . . . High standards teach habits of
accuracy and precision . . . self-control and self-discipline” (Ryan, 2001). In
a practical way, teachers can focus on the six E’s of character education—
example, explanation, exhortation, ethos (or ethical environment), experience, and expectation of excellence. These E’s serve teachers as strategies for
imparting the shared virtues and values of the community in smoothing the
way for young children’s school success (Mindes & Donovan, 2001, pp.
6–7).

Moral Development, Character Education, Emotional Literacy

37

In these ways, teachers show children fairness by modeling it, explaining
the elements of honesty, asserting the importance of honor, setting up an
environment that supports all learners, providing experiences for learning
that rely on scaffolding, and expecting success for all learners. This kind of
education is “values attached to custom” (Cummings & Harlow, 2000, p.
306). To participate meaningfully in a democratic classroom where values
are explored, children must understand the principle of cognitive reciprocity—that is, demonstrate an ability to see another’s point of view—and exhibit mutual respect for others. “Moral education in a democracy, then,
should stimulate and encourage reciprocity and mutual respect, and it is the
school’s responsibility to move children from heteronomy and unilateral respect to autonomy and mutual respect” (p. 306).
For Noddings (2008), moral education is directed by care theory, which is
important in the early years as one that provides an environment that gives
attention to the development of virtues but is mostly concerned with developing a caring environment. The caring environment is one where teachers
model genuine caring, discuss moral dilemmas with children, and confirm
the moral behavior of children. “A moral education is one that is morally
justified in social structure, curriculum content, pedagogy, and approved
human interactions. It provides an educational climate in which it is both
desirable and possible to be good” (p. 172). Teachers can foster moral discussions by using events in the classroom. “How does it feel when George
knocks the block house that Arthur and Harold spent the morning building?”
Using puppets or hypothetical events when the emotions are highly charged
works to help children sort out moral values. Finally, children’s literature
offers another way for children to discuss moral values and dilemmas (Hildebrandt & Zan, 2008).
Moral values and a feeling of moral necessity constitute a constructive
process that is elaborated as children are confronted with the needs and rights
of others (DeVries & Zan, 2012). Children functioning from the egocentric
cognitive perspective may not initially appreciate or understand the reason
for the value and so conform to classroom behavioral expectations out of
obedience rather than conscience or the wish to do the right thing.
As they mature, young children gradually learn empathy and come to
appreciate the community norms. This happens as teachers intentionally
structure classroom experiences that support children’s evolving social–emotional skills and provide the cognitive support to be able, in years to
come, to articulate the reasons and values behind moral actions.
Lickona (2004, pp. 111–120) suggests practical principles for teachers to
consider in the character education in the curriculum:
• Relationships matter, so plan to relate individually to each child and to
promote relationships among and between children.
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• Bond through social convention, such as “handshake,” so use the conventions of social pleasantries to promote and receive respect.
• Know students as individuals with personalities, cultural perspectives, and
cognitive approaches.
• Positive relationships with teachers influence child behavior, so think
about it when you start with the negative in interactions with children.
• Teach by example with respect for students, as shown by personal interest
in the stories they tell and the stresses they bring.
Students can also be involved in identifying the “virtues” needed for school
behavior. Children’s involvement in identifying virtues often occurs while
reading children’s literature and discussing the values implicit or explicit in
the stories. For example, after reading Will I Have a Friend? (Cohen, 1989),
children identify that kindness is a virtue in school relationships. Or, when
reading and discussing Bears (Kraus, 2005), children identify honesty as a
virtue for everyday life. As well, children might identify the virtues of courage, courtesy, fairness, kindness, honesty, honor, justice, respect, responsibility, tolerance, and integrity. Through discussion and activities with students, these virtues can be given the appropriate developmental level. For
example, courage for a kindergartener may mean speaking in a loud-enough
voice to be heard by the whole class.
In the curriculum, character education occurs through the choices that
teachers select to illustrate “a primary source of our shared moral wisdom
[through] stories, biographies, historical events, and . . . reflections on the
‘good life’ and the meaning of ‘strong moral character’” (Bohlin, Farmer, &
Ryan, 2001, p. 39). Thus, the complexities and nuances of character education belong in the social studies, where the curriculum focuses on people in
the broadest sense, such as culture, history, and human interactions with one
another and with their environment.
As an example, the often-repeated line “the policeman is your friend” as
part of a community helpers study may not be true for some African
American children (Walker & Snarey, 2004). The truth in character education and curriculum is more shaded, and the stories or other curricular materials that a teacher chooses to share with children should reflect these cultural
nuances.
While character education is still a feature of many school programs and
part of the emphasis on the development of citizenship in many schools, it is
taking a backseat in some school situations, since it is a values-based approach to inculcating “right” behavior. The inherent problem in implementation of such value-based programs is the multicultural nature of our society
today. That is, while “responsibility” is a value in many character education
programs and it can be developed at home and in school, the interpretation of
the meaning of the concept is nuanced. What does responsibility look like
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through the lens of the overall values of a particular cultural group? When
there are competing interests, how does a child decide which to side with?
The dilemmas of interpretation promote ethical discussions such as those
described here. Interpretations for young children require teachers who facilitate a problem-solving approach to complex issues and partnerships with
families and communities. Perhaps an important underlying support for developing this sensitivity on the part of teachers and learners includes first a
focus on emotional intelligence, which is a kind of intelligence that plays a
role in the solution of social–emotional dilemmas.
Facilitating the Development of Emotional Intelligence
To facilitate the development of emotional intelligence so that children can
apply nuanced thinking about the values associated social problems, they
need to develop emotional literacy, which includes the following aspects:
emotional self-awareness, managing emotions, harnessing emotions productively, empathy or reading emotions, and handling relationships (Goleman,
1995, pp. 283–285).
For according to Etzioni (1994),
the role of schools (in society) is inculcating self-discipline and empathy,
which in turn enable true commitment to civic and moral values. . . . It is not
enough to lecture children about values; they need to practice them, which
happens as children build the essential emotional and social skills. (cited in
Goleman, 1995, p. 286)

Following the research on emotional intelligence and the popularization of
the topic by Goleman (1995), many efforts were launched to help children
acquire emotional literacy as part of the focus on “good” citizenship in
school, which is viewed by many as the foundation for creating a civil society. According to the Collaborative for Academic, Social, and Emotional
Learning (2013),
research clearly demonstrates that social and emotional skills can be taught
through school-based programs. Today numerous nationally-available, evidence-based SEL [social–emotional learning] programs provide systematic
classroom instruction that enhances children’s abilities to recognize and manage their emotions, appreciate the perspectives of others, establish pro-social
goals and solve problems, and use a variety of interpersonal skills to handle the
challenges of growing up. (http://casel.org/in-schools/selecting-programs)

The collaborative provides a guide for selecting such programs for particular
school purposes.
One whole-school approach to the development of emotional literacy,
based on the theories of emotional intelligence, is the RULER approach
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(Brackett & Kremenitzer, 2011), which teaches children to recognize, understand, label, express, and regulate emotions. The approach appreciates a
constructivist view to education and contains such elements as a classroom
charter, a mood meter, feelings word curriculum, and ways to connect with
families.
Based on the foundation of a caring and safe learning environment, the
RULER approach helps children feel empowered and gives them strategies
for problem-solving conflict, as well as tools for understanding themselves
and others. In this way, they are better able to experience academic success.
Although this program and others focus on whole school–cross-curricular
implementation, the social studies curriculum is a key intervention point with
the focus on citizenship and the understanding of characters and values in our
multicultural society.
SUMMARY
This chapter addresses the evolving social self of a young child in relation to
child care and school settings. The role of the center/school in this transformation is highlighted, as is the link to relationships with parents in the process. Classroom community, rules, social skills teaching, character education, and emotional intelligence are topics that link to social–emotional development in young children. The role of social development to the content
of social studies is made with an emphasis on the critical role of the valuable
variety in culture and the shared human experiences across diverse cultures.
ACTIVITIES IN THE FIELD
1. Observe children of different ages (3–8 years) in a social situation—
school, community center, park, home. How do they interact? What is
the conversation? The gestures? How do they use space? How do they
resolve conflict?
2. Interview a teacher to ask how she or he learns about the cultures of
the children in each class. How does she or he adjust teaching to
accommodate children? What role do parents play in the process?
3. Think back to your early school years. What was your school self, and
how did it evolve or change to the present moment?
ACTIVITIES IN THE LIBRARY
1. Begin an annotated list of children’s books that you might use to teach
social skills, character education, and community building.
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2. Look at character education historically, paying particular attention to
the Progressive Era of the 1930s. How are the issues of today similar?
Different?
STUDY QUESTIONS
1.
2.
3.
4.

What role do teachers play in the development of a child’s social self?
Where do rules fit into the curriculum? How do you establish these?
What is a hidden curriculum? How do you identify its characteristics?
When does character education become controversial? How do you
prevent controversy? Or should you?
REFLECT AND REREAD

1. How do children evolve socially?
2. How do families and schools work together for a smooth transition for
young children?
3. Why are social learning and character education a part of the social
studies?
SUGGESTED READINGS
Barrera, I., & Corson, R. M. (2012). Skilled dialogue: Strategies for responding to cultural
diversity in early childhood (2nd ed.). Baltimore: Brookes.
Written for early childhood special educators, this book provides much practical guidance for
relating to parents. In addition, the book has a description of many aspects of culture as it applies to
children and families.

Brackett, M. A., & Kremenitzer, J. P. (2011). Creating emotionally literate classrooms: An
introduction to the RULER approach to social emotional learning. Port Chester, NY: Dude.
This book provides details for developing a comprehensive approach for children to recognize,
understand, label, express, and regulate (RULER) emotion.

Kemple, K. M. (2004). Let’s be friends: Peer competence and social inclusion in early childhood programs. New York: Teachers College Press.
A book that gives suggestions for teacher intervention to facilitate inclusion of all children into a
classroom’s community.

Spring, J. (2007). The intersection of cultures: Multicultural education in the United States and
the global economy (4th ed.). New York: Routledge.
This book is a thoughtful reflection with concrete suggestions for teachers, from a pedagogy-ofdifference perspective.

CHILDREN’S LITERATURE
Cohen, R. (1989). Will I have a friend? New York: Aladdin.
Henkes, K. (1996). Chrysanthemum. New York: Harper Torch.
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Kraus, R. (2005). Bears. New York: HarperCollins.
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Character Education Partnership, www.character.org
A group of nonpartisan organizations and individuals concerned with developing civic virtue in
children and youth.

Collaborative for Academic, Social, and Emotional Learning, http://casel.org
An organization devoted to promoting social/emotional learning in schools in collaboration with
families and community.

Chapter Three

Teaching and Learning Social Studies
in the Age of Common Core
and State Standards

Education . . . is a process of living and not a preparation for future living.
—John Dewey (1897, p. 430)

TERMS TO KNOW
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Big ideas
Theme-based content
Scaffold
School self
Common good
Scope and sequence
Integrated curriculum
Standards
Big events
Emergent literacy
Functional language
Expository text process skills
High-stakes tests
OVERVIEW

This chapter starts with the historical role of social studies in early childhood
curricula. The discussion continues with a description of theme- and prob45
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lem-based organizational structures for the content of the social studies. Next
is a featured review of position statements regarding the best ways to organize learning for young children. Examples of curricular topics that lead to
the investigation of big ideas, or important questions, illustrate possibilities at
the preschool and primary levels. Finally, a focus on the “disappearance” of
social studies from the primary curriculum is contrasted with a holistic way
to incorporate literacy instruction with social studies investigations. The
chapter concludes with ways to link the social studies to the objectives of the
Common Core State Standards Initiative.
FOCUS QUESTIONS
1. What accomplishments do we expect young children to master
through the content of social studies?
2. What are some effective ways to organize for mastery of the understandings and skills of social studies?
3. Which available position statements guide curricular decision making?
4. Based on the position statements on planning curriculum, which important understandings are to be included, and which topics lend themselves to significant investigations?
5. How does reading instruction support the teaching of social studies?
6. What do science and mathematics curricula offer to support the content of social studies?
HISTORICAL ROLE OF SOCIAL STUDIES IN
EARLY CHILDHOOD EDUCATION
Traditionally, an early childhood curriculum includes a central focus on social studies through content related to home and culture. In fact, one of the
most prominent arguments for providing group play opportunities for young
children comes from the idea that these experiences will help to socialize
young children—that is, assist them in learning the ropes for engaging in the
discourse of polite society, as well as facilitate their learning about the world
(cf. Baker, 1950; Macmillan, 1930; Morrison, 2012). This perspective is part
of the broader “citizenship education” movement of social studies that began
in the early part of the 20th century (Mindes, 2005, p. 12). Through the early
play and preschool interactions and building on each child’s home experiences, young children gain a greater awareness of school life and ultimately
life in the community, beyond that creating the foundation of social studies.
The social studies incorporate anthropology, economics, geography, political
science, history, sociology, and psychology. From its inception, instruction
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in social studies content has placed emphasis on the principles of democratic
citizenship and the U.S. heritage, utilizing the many social sciences disciplines. As well, the initial and continued basic approach to social studies
content development is an inquiry-based approach (Herczog, 2010; Mindes,
2005).
Therefore, the social studies offer a structure for broad theme-based content—content organized around a topic that offers multiple entry points and
significant opportunities for investigation. Theme-based experiences become
a training ground for students to acquire problem-solving skills, and they
provide a laboratory for the development and elaboration of interpersonal
coping skills and strategies. “The primary purpose of social studies is to help
young people develop the ability to make informed and reasoned decisions
for the public good as citizens of a culturally diverse, democratic society in
an interdependent world” (National Council for the Social Studies, 2010, p.
3).
ORGANIZING THE STUDY OF SOCIAL STUDIES
FROM THEMES AND PROBLEMS
Often, then, enduring life themes—family, school, and community—anchor
the social studies content focus throughout the early childhood years. As
society has changed and social studies have evolved, the enduring life
themes, while still the source of many primary school curriculum efforts,
have evolved to include children’s wider awareness of the global world and
technological world in particular. So, teachers still draw the big ideas about
these topics to choose content in the familiar and to scaffold—that is, make
connections effectively—to new learning experiences about the world known
and unknown to young children; however, the content of the themes goes
well beyond textbook definitions of simplistic notions of family, school, and
community to reflect sensitivity to cultural diversity, global issues, and a
greater emphasis on history and geography. Themes can be revisited at different ages to examine questions from different perspectives.
For example, a study of family at the preschool level and again at the
primary level can help young children understand the many definitions of
family, and it can involve a group of children in the celebration of diverse
cultural aspects of family life. In addition to using the content at different age
levels, culturally responsive teachers use the real-world experiences of the
children within their classrooms.
Culturally responsive teaching infuses family customs—as well as community
and culture and expectations—throughout the teaching and learning environment. By providing instruction in a context meaningful to students and in a
way that values their culture, knowledge, and experiences, culturally respon-
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sive teaching fosters student motivation and engagement. (Saifer, Edwards,
Ellis, Ko, & Stuczynski, 2011, p. 8)

Through story reading, science experiments, and mathematical investigations
that pertain to family, sociological/anthropological understandings of family
begin, in addition to literacy, scientific problem solving, and mathematical
investigation. For example, a class could read The Relatives Came (Rylant,
1985), about an extended family’s visit, and then analyze the content of the
crackers that the relatives brought, measure the shoe sizes of everyone, and
create two graphs: one of the children’s shoes and one of the adults’. To
continue to elaborate children’s understanding of the world, school is often a
topic of study, as well as a place for the development of basic political
understandings through the development of rules to govern group living.
This approach will only work if the focus for the investigations is on
powerful ideas . . . [developing] a basic set of connected understandings of
how the social system works, how and why it got to be that way over time,
how and why it varies across location and cultures, and what all of this might
mean for personal, social, and civic decision making. (Alleman & Brophy,
2010, p. 11)

The theme-based approach can be a starting point for the project approach to
curriculum development (Katz, Chard, & Kogan, 2013). A project is an
intensive study by children of a topic that involves their seeking answers to
questions that they have formulated and will hence investigate and document
findings. The theme that is driven by curricular demands may be community,
but the projects formulated by children with teacher guidance address questions of interest to children.
The hallmarks of the project approach include class discussion to select
and identify the project and the strategies for getting information, such as
fieldwork that involves interviewing, field trips, and electronic collection of
information. Fieldwork is accompanied by recording observations, note taking, or using electronic documentation tools. Additional hallmarks include
representation of knowledge by children and using charts, graphic organizers, photos, and so on. The representation serves as a catalog of knowledge,
experiences, and skills as the children move through the life of the project.
The investigation hallmark of the project includes all the ways that children
may gather information about the topic at hand. Finally, the children display
knowledge through various artifacts produced as part of the investigation.
In the community discussion, children might choose to develop projects
on houses, transportation, neighborhoods, and life of the small town center.
These topics can be matched to curricular standards (cf. Bender, 2012; Helm
& Katz, 2010). One second-grade classroom studied producers and producing, as well as citizenship, in the community (Halvorsen et al., 2012). In
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these projects, the children made connections to current events and developed enhanced facility with content reading, an important goal of curriculum
standards.
ACTIVITIES TO FACILITATE CHILDREN’S UNDERSTANDING
OF THE WORLD AND ITS STRUCTURE
Thus, social studies are the activities that facilitate the building of classroom
community and school self, or the persona that evolves as a learner and
member of the learning community. These activities are the classroom rulemaking exercises, conflict resolution approaches, self-efficacy insights, and
concepts about group life—the ebb and flow of individual rights, such as the
common good (the rights of the society) and the ultimate smooth functioning
of a classroom of children from diverse backgrounds. Therefore, given this
rich inquiry-based history for the incorporation of social studies into the
fabric of the early childhood curriculum, it is ironic that teachers report
today, “There is no time for social studies in the curriculum.” Where does the
no-time argument come from? How does it fit with the best practice advocated by various professional organizations?
BEST PRACTICE AS DESCRIBED BY
NATIONAL LEARNED SOCIETIES
In its position statement Developmentally Appropriate Practice in Early
Childhood Programs Serving Children from Birth to Age 8, the National
Association for the Education of Young Children includes many references
to the historical and current relevance of social studies in the early childhood
program (Copple & Bredekamp, 2009). These references include, for example, the importance of
• creating a caring environment;
• recognizing that children are best understood in the context of family,
culture, and society;
• facilitating conceptual understanding in the primary years across all curricular domains;
• understanding that children learn through active engagement with the intellectually stimulating environment;
• providing a social context that supports learning;
• facilitating the development of responsibility and self-regulation on the
part of children;
• constructing curricula with intellectual integrity; and
• establishing reciprocal relationships with families.
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In reviewing these principles and others articulated in the position statement,
it is easy to see that early childhood curricula must indeed be rich in the
social studies.
The Division on Early Childhood of the Council for Exceptional Children
is also a frequent cosigner of National Association for the Education of
Young Children’s position statements on appropriate practice in early childhood, including the principles just outlined. In addition, in DEC Recommended Practices: A Guide (Sandall, Hemmeter, Smith, & McLean, 2005),
there is an emphasis on the importance of family–educator collaboration,
which can improve the development and learning outcomes for young children with disabilities. In particular, the recommended practices address ways
to improve social competence, independence, problem solving, and enhanced
family functioning—all aspects of the social studies curricula.
As well, in a position statement on curricular standards, the National
Association for Multicultural Education (2001) highlights five key concerns
about curriculum:
• inclusiveness of all peoples of the United States and the reciprocal relationships among diverse groups within our nation;
• diverse perspectives for the historical, social, and natural phenomena included in curricular content;
• provision of multiple paradigms for the construction and understanding of
knowledge;
• fostering a dynamic development of self-identity that includes the multiple
and sometimes opposing realities of experience; and
• commitment to social justice that involves action on the part of learners
and a critical understanding of diverse perspectives.
Consequently, upon review of these position statements, teachers know that
they must
•
•
•
•
•

assist children in social–emotional growth,
avoid an overemphasis on the “holiday” curriculum,
seek an antibias approach to values,
collaborate with parents, and
foster the development of integrity in individuals and groups of children

while teaching them all to read, write, compute, and problem-solve. Through
the social studies, then, socialization of young children to school and society
occurs while enabling the development of individuality and independence.
For preschool and primary-aged children, the social studies serve an especially important function. These are the critical years, when the tone is set for
each child’s and family’s interface with the system of school. Will the school
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be a pleasant place where learning risks may be taken? Will the school and
teachers respect the child’s culture and heritage? Will a cooperative community of learners be developed? Will students be supported in the development
of self-esteem as well as school character? Thus, it is through the content of
social studies as defined by the National Council for the Social Studies
(2010) that the social understandings are developed and respected. The curriculum themes draw content from the following themes:
culture; time, continuity, and change; people, places, and environment; individual development and identity; individuals, groups, and institutions; power,
authority, and governance; production, distribution, and consumption-science,
technology, and society; global connections; and civic ideals and practice.

The broad themes are incorporated through guided discovery in a democratic
classroom organized around big ideas emphasizing a developmentally continuous approach with an articulated scope and sequence—defining the specific topics of instruction and the timeline for teaching them. In this way,
children develop senses of self, problem-solving skills, as well as good citizenship traits.
An integrated curriculum implies that the traditional discrete subjects of
“school” are organized around child-friendly chunks that carry adult-important ideas. These are the ideas formulated in the standards, or statements of
important learning accomplishments for all learners that are established by
professional associations and state, city, and suburban school systems. The
themes allow young children the opportunity to use their budding academic
skills of reading, writing, and computing. In addition, children can pursue
individual interests through the broad nature of the inquiry process that is
central to theme development. Theme- and project-based teaching lends itself to activities that focus on small groups as well as individuals, with
intermittent large group summarization and culmination projects. Thus, the
process approximates the real world of problem solving, goal setting, and
independence of effort.
EFFECTIVE THEMES
To work effectively, themes must be those that reflect enduring and significant topics. In the early childhood years, these include social studies activities that address self, family, school, community, and the world of work,
among others. The scope and sequence for the social studies in elementary
school, as defined by the National Council for the Social Studies (1984), are
as follows:
Kindergarten—awareness of self in social setting
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First grade—the individual in school and family life
Second grade—the neighborhood
Third grade—sharing the earth with others in the community
Such themes, which are reinforced through the appearance of most state
standards, are broad enough to offer the capacity to engage children’s interests and talents at many levels. The activities drawn from these themes can
change to meet current times. Furthermore, such themes offer real links to
the social studies standards—a nationally agreed-on target. Themes and activities connect to the national, state, and local learning standards for young
children so that they learn history, geography, economics, political science,
anthropology, and sociology through the durable themes that connect to their
lives—today, yesterday, and tomorrow.
For example, a teacher in California chooses agriculture as a theme to
explore with young children, since factory farms surround the community
where their family members are employed. With this theme, she meets the
children through their lived experiences, and using the social studies and
science standards expands their knowledge while addressing required content
(Richman, 2011). Throughout the year, she plans engaging themes that build
on child knowledge, meet standards, and integrate curriculum.
When choosing a theme, make sure it is both broad enough and substantive
enough to allow for creating a range of related activities that span many areas
of the curriculum. . . . It is also possible to choose a topic, such as “the Earth”
that is too broad. . . . Ideally, the theme you choose should be related to the
students’ lives and at the same time challenge them to expand their horizons.
(p. 64)

Contrast these open-ended and abiding themes with those ever-popular and
adult-led units of blue week or dinosaur study for 2-, 3-, or 4-year-olds. How
many children really need to spend a whole week concentrating on learning
“blue”? What do they know after the experience? Will they function as colorcoordinated adults? Does this advance the common good? Does it enhance
their problem-solving abilities? And of what significance is a detailed study
of dinosaurs to the children of the 21st century?
Months of experiences with such topics often involve quasi-scientific
activities with a dubiously historical perspective for preschool and kindergarten children, whose sense of time—particularly in relation to the past (last
week, last year)—is limited and evolving. The likes of blue week and dinosaur study themes come from the adult definition of learning needs for children and pay no attention to individual differences or curricular scope and
sequence. They ultimately trivialize the learning process.
Yes, it is conventional for children to recognize, label, and identify blue.
Some children come to child care and educational settings knowing the con-
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cept. Why should they spend time perseverating on it? Dinosaur themes are
found at every age level and in every guise for young children’s consumption. To what end is this fascination contributing? Do young children require
weeks and months of instruction on the topic?
A more appropriate approach to the planning of curriculum pays attention
to children’s construction of knowledge, skills, attitudes, and dispositions.
Alleman and Brophy (2001, 2002, 2003) show the meaningful development
of the themes of food, clothing, shelter, communication, transportation, family living, childhood, money, and government. For example, in the theme on
childhood, children investigate cultural universals and differences, growth
from babyhood to childhood, birthdays, rites of passage, child workers,
schools, toys and entertainment, and children who make a difference (Alleman & Brophy, 2003, pp. 29–122).
Hurless and Gittings (2008) describe integrated curriculum as weaving a
tapestry. To be sure that they have built the tapestry around learning standards, they start with a graphic organizer that features the standards in the
center, key subject areas in the outer first rings (social studies, science, math,
and English language arts), and details of the topic in the third ring, with the
specific activities. In a theme on transportation, Mulcahey (2009) starts the
theme with the question “How do people and things move? Young children . . . come up with many different ways of transporting themselves:
walking; skating; riding in the car, bus, train, airplane, or subway; riding a
horse, skateboard, or bicycle” (p. 64).
Any of the methods of travel can be studied in depth and lead to other
ideas about travel, including how seeds travel and how people move to new
countries. Each topic has multiple entry points, offers opportunities to link
curricula across subject areas, and is inherently interesting to children. It is
important when selecting these themes to be sure that they are broad and
enduring. The themes can be derived from children’s play at the preschool
level or from their interests at the primary level. For example, children playing may begin an activity focused on what they do at the beach. This can
evolve into study of erosion, economics (what is sold there), or floods and
weather, depending on what is happening in the community. Because the
content of social studies is broad, the study can integrate multiple areas of the
curriculum—math, science, English language arts, the arts.
Social studies investigations can begin with current events. For example,
in 2005, Operation Backpack began as charitable giving by children to the
victims of Hurricane Katrina. The activity, as part of a theme on “children
making a difference,” provides discussion opportunities: “What is a hurricane?” “What is the effect of hurricanes on a location?” “How do we help
others in time of need?” “What are we willing to sacrifice from our possessions to help others?” “How will we collect and ship the backpacks?” “What
should go in them?” “Why is the backpack an important symbol for chil-
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dren?” These and other questions/activities not only serve the content purpose of social studies but also illustrate citizenship action.
Of course, mathematics, geography, and literacy activities are integral to
the development and evolution of this course of study. In 2010, children
collected T-shirts for victims of the earthquake in Haiti and learned about the
geography of Caribbean countries, the precious opportunity of school—Haitian children lost theirs—as well as the science of earthquakes and architecture (i.e., what is required for buildings to withstand future earthquakes).
And in 2012, children around the country became involved in assisting victims of Hurricane Sandy by collecting snack boxes, clothing, and other supplies. These service activities connected to current events offered opportunities for children to investigate disaster relief systems, humanitarian organizations, and the ethics of caring, among many other big ideas that offer
multiple curricular access points.
GROUNDING FOR THEME- AND PROBLEM-BASED CURRICULA
Social studies curricula built from big ideas, current events, and traditional
themes are anchored in a philosophy of curriculum construction that comes
from the principles described by the National Association for the Education
of Young Children (Copple & Bredekamp, 2009, pp. 16–23), with the following guidelines for practice:
•
•
•
•
•

Creating a caring community of learners
Teaching to enhance development and learning
Planning curriculum to achieve important goals
Assessing children’s development and learning
Establishing reciprocal relationships with families

The association’s principles are an agreed-on body of wisdom that reflects
best practice in the service of teaching and learning for young children.
While curriculum integration promotes access and understanding for
young children, you will need to incorporate separate subjects in the overall
curricular plan. This supports child investigation, vocabulary development,
and the study of problems and issues that occur within the themes. The trick
is that you must have goals for the learning activities tied to the theme,
because children are most likely to show interest and learn when the curriculum is functional and meaningful to their backgrounds and experiences.
The suitable early childhood classroom takes the demands of standards
plus the interests of children and combines these to integrate the tasks of
learning around significant themes that facilitate child understanding of subject matter, as well as individual concepts and constructs. These classrooms
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provide opportunities for individuals as well as the community of learners.
Thus, the curriculum balances the whole and the individual in service to all.
So, you select a big idea to explore, such as “Who lives in my community?” Then, you organize activities and the environment to support the
theme, choosing neighborhood pictures for the bulletin board and age- or
grade-appropriate activities for each learning center: maps and timelines in
the math center; books about community in the literacy center; blocks of
various sizes in the science center (for the construction of buildings); and
charts and stories that children collect about the community in the writing
center. Once the room is set up for the children, they add to the environment
as they explore the theme with artifacts displaying individual and group
projects.
Such classrooms operate with interplay of self-selected choice activities
skillfully arranged at learning centers and large and small group activities
that promote child-initiated choice and interaction with the classroom environment—materials, peers, and teacher. You orchestrate periods to support
concentration, flow from activity to activity, balance among types of activities, and recognition of the maturity levels and previous social experiences
of the young children involved. This classroom structure supports a social
studies curriculum that is problem based and thematically oriented.
In the social studies, children also need multiple opportunities to investigate significant questions across themes, to represent their learning through
projects, and to reflect on their learning through a portfolio or other assessment (Bickart, Jablon, & Dodge, 1999; Kostelnik, Soderman & Whiren,
2011; Moravcik, Notle, & Feeney, 2013). Being based on the set of values
that embody the profession of early childhood and its definition of best
practice, this approach to curricular practice is active and engaging.
Accordingly, by definition, theme-based curriculum planning promotes
the integration of learning. Themes are broad and provide many entry points
for diverse learners to solve problems and enhance personal understandings
(see Table 3.1 for suggestions). Teachers incorporate ways to document the
outcomes required by the community and the state when they construct the
themes. Children have opportunities to demonstrate mastery through the
products and processes in which they participate. Teachers structure and
teach within the theme so that stakeholder goals are met while each child, on
the basis of personal interests, soars beyond minimalist standards.
TEACHER’S ROLE IN THIS CURRICULAR APPROACH
The teacher’s role is to promote discovery, suggest next steps, set the stage,
facilitate, model, trust, accept child mistakes, treat children with dignity,
instruct, manage, observe, evaluate, reflect, and plan. It is no small undertak-
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Table 3.1. Theme and Entry Points
Theme

Entry Points

Self

Drawing self-portrait
Reading books all about me
Tracing self in big outline on floor
Measuring shoes of several classmates
Developing timeline of life events

Family

Drawing pictures of family
Reading books about families
Making a family tree, including grandparents
Surfing the Internet for information about families around the
world

Community

Describing the neighborhood in words or pictures
Collecting oral histories from longtime residents
Making a map of the community
Developing historical timeline for the community

State

Locating major cities on the map
Visiting the Internet to collect information about seal, flag,
motto, bird, or other symbol of the state
Organizing a graph to show population of the state
Researching the economic products of the state
Developing a tourist brochure

Bread

Reading stories about bread
Taking a trip to the grocery store to see different kinds of bread
Charting the kinds of bread that the class eats
Making bread with yeast, with baking soda or powder, and
without leavening, comparing the process and results

Travel

Charting the ways that children come to school
Charting the ways that families go to work
Reading stories about transportation
Examining public transportation routes for the community
Writing a position paper about transportation needs
Envisioning transportation in the future without oil

ing and not to be attempted by the fainthearted. This role requires content
knowledge along with regular reflection upon practice, plus flexibility and
creativity. Finally, the approach requires knowledge of the children and their
experiences, as well as sensitivity to their thirst for particular knowledge.
The rewards are many, including the creation of a climate for successful
learning and curricular mastery for all children.
Thematic integration of content promotes student learning. The theme—
for example, “pioneers”—permits multiple entry points for each child. That
is, each student can enter the pioneer theme activities with personal backgrounds of experiences and knowledge of family and community histories.
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Thematic activities based on this theme might include small group investigations focusing on travel, food, clothing, toys, and so on and thus have multiple outcomes that integrate discrete skills into a coherent whole.
Such activities include foundations and extensions for literacy, numeracy,
critical thinking, and cooperative learning. Such broad-based themes provide
stimuli for activities that touch all the learning domains. Thus, teachers can
reinforce concepts within and across domains as children learn new concepts.
Opportunities for expanding the themes to elaborate or develop further
understanding in individual children or the group must be a part of the
ongoing planning and assessment that accompany theme-based teaching.
In addition to promoting integration of learning, themes offer opportunities for creating the “big events” in the community of the classroom. The
big events are an outgrowth or culmination of a theme, such as parent events,
assembly performances, classroom newspaper, or other major enterprises
that may emerge or be planned. Typical products of learning in this kind of
teaching are the drawing and writing that children do to share with their
peers, teachers, and parents. For children in the primary years, products can
include oral history reports.
As part of the work on a theme related to community or family, for
example, children can interview local leaders and family members to create
biographies. This activity not only documents their work of the social study
project under review but also fosters writing competencies and understanding
of the genre of biography (Jenks, 2010). Processes that foster the investigative skills of children include the use of reading and discussion in pursuit of
problem solving.
The themes can emerge through a study of problems determined by the
teacher and children in pursuit of understanding the social studies standards.
The problems studied can be as simple as care for teeth during Dental Health
Month. Besides the science and health aspects applied to the topic, young
children can investigate historical and technological advancement in the care
of teeth, as well as the influence of teeth decay on total body health—
including a bit of sociology regarding access to health care.
PRACTICAL EXAMPLES OF CURRICULAR IMPLEMENTATION
AT THE PRESCHOOL AND PRIMARY LEVELS
More elaborate examples of thematic and problem-based units of study include the following example found in typical preschool curricula: transportation. “How do we go from here to there, and where are we going?” “Where
have we been?” Through investigation, young children develop a sense of the
kinds of transportation available to their families and community. The investigatory methods might include observing modes of transportation during
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field trips, reading books about travel, viewing videos about travel, making
charts that show how to go to work, making graphs that show how they get to
school, and making charts that illustrate family vacations or celebrations and
how they got there. By conducting interviews, they may learn about ways
that their grandparents traveled.
The investigation can include rudimentary map making and books made
to represent family or class trips. Young children may also be curious about
fuel costs, since the topic is a daily part of the evening news. Thus, their
curiosity may lead them to investigations such as “Where does gas come
from?” “How is price determined?” There can be debates about public versus
private transportation.
Through such activities, which are appropriately scaled for young children’s investigation, students are learning how to state hypotheses and gather
evidence. They also are developing a rudimentary knowledge of economics.
As well, the tenet of the common good and other democratic principles may
be a part of the discussion.
In another kindergarten, children may be investigating plants and animals
in their community. The investigation may begin with a discussion about the
plants or animals in the classroom. Then, study can expand to include the
home, with children describing plants and animals there. The kinds of plants
or animals can be charted. Of course, books about plants and animals in the
region will expand knowledge—for example, desert plants and animals for
those living in Phoenix, Arizona.
On one hand, the content for this theme-based investigation will depend
on whether the children live in a rural area that includes animals and plants as
part of the economic fiber of the community. On the other, they may live in
suburbia, with lawns and gardens, or in the inner city, which may contain
community gardens, zoos, and large amounts of concrete. Nevertheless,
through this preschool community-specific investigation, young children will
be discovering the interrelationships of plants and animals with their families
and child care centers in a real-world context.
At the primary level, immigration is a theme that is potentially rich with
multicultural understanding. The content for this theme will depend on the
community and heritage of the children. However, it is easy to imagine that
children in our transient society with long-standing roots to the community
can engage in the theme through investigation into the personal histories of
their extended families.
While moving from Texas to Montana may not be an immigration experience, young children can apply the investigation to such long-distance moves
that they may have experienced. Finally, besides the obvious geography
skills that children will apply, they will have opportunities to investigate a
rich literature about their personal heritage and those of others through children’s literature that is widely available on the topic. There are children’s
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books by several authors that you might choose, depending on your focus
and your communities—for example, those by Wolf (2003), Anzaldua
(1993), Bial (2002), and Collier (1999). (See Children’s Literature at the end
of the chapter.)
Two other examples of themes that offer multidimensional study include
ecology and money. While often considered a science topic, ecology offers
much for investigation regarding land and land use, conservation of energy,
and resources for the public good. The topic of money involves not only the
recognition of currency and the computation of currency amounts but also
the rich themes of trade, shopping, saving, budgeting, and economic resource
comparisons across the city, state, or country.
In each investigation that you and your children may conduct on these or
other broad-based problems that offer opportunities for young children to
investigate big ideas, you have the opportunity not only to embed scientific
principles of investigation and data collection but also to use diverse children’s literature sources collected from the library, children’s newspapers,
and the Internet. In this way, you are building on children’s emergent literacy, described with the following characteristics:
• Children begin to read and write early in life by recognizing trademarks
and other familiar words, as well as by drawing and using letters as symbols and invented spelling.
• Children learn the functions of literacy by participating in real-life reading
and writing activities with adults and peers.
• Reading and writing begin in tandem through experiences with books,
reading, and various writing and drawing materials.
• As young children read, listen, write, and draw, they develop an understanding of literacy and acquire expertise in phonology, syntax, semantics,
and pragmatics (Teale & Sulzby, 1989; Tompkins, 2013).
Therefore, in the social studies, children’s literature, maps, atlases, the Internet, and all the tools of the social scientists serve to promote the development
of literacy and the acquisition of knowledge, skills, and attitudes that promote social and cultural understandings.
When reading children’s texts and literature, teachers can ensure that
children translate information to knowledge by following best literacy practice. These practices include using multiple texts (including media) on the
thematic topic, asking questions for different purposes—as children read
more, they have more curiosity about history (why events occurred and why
we now live the way that we do)—evaluating the authors’ purposes and
perspectives while reading, and using picture books to infer important ideas
(Goudvis & Harvey, 2012).
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THE DISAPPEARANCE OF SOCIAL STUDIES CONTENT
It is ironic that time in the day for social studies is often grabbed for reading
when, through the application of an emergent literacy philosophy, you can
nurture the integration of the thematic curriculum. Early childhood teachers
know that children are natural language users and bring many language skills
to their first formal education settings. Young students thrive in environments where they enjoy numerous and varied opportunities to use and develop all four language processes—speaking, listening, reading, and writing.
These processes are taught and modeled across the curriculum—in scientific thinking, mathematical reasoning, the arts, social studies, and so forth—
so that children will grow in their ability to formulate and express their ideas.
Teachers choose social studies themes to meet young children’s need for
understanding themselves and the world around them. They start with narratives—stories—during sharing time and expand students’ understandings
with books. This way, children’s home literacy experiences are validated first
and then enlarged with exposure to the language and workings of school.
For example, children choose print media with the guidance of teachers
and parents to answer their curiosity about the concept of family. They learn
about their own families through the study of pictures and photographs as
well as the oral histories and stories they gather from parents, siblings, and
relatives. They learn about other families (and build skills in comparing and
contrasting) through picture books, folktales, and real-life adventure stories,
as well as newspapers and magazines.
Further development of reading skills and dispositions—as well as concepts of family—comes with judicious exposure to thematically related computer software, videos, and other tools of a literate society. Examples of
software include KidPix 3D (www.mackiev.com/kidpix/kp3d_3dgallery.ht
ml), TimeLiner XE (www.tomsnyder.com/timelinerxe), and Eyewitness
Children’s Encyclopedia (www.purplus.net/eychen.html). For additional
ways to use software, the Internet, and technology to enhance literacy development and the knowledge and processes of social studies, see the Erikson
Technology Education Center (http://teccenter.erikson.edu), Fred Rogers
Center for Early Learning and Children’s Media (www.fredrogerscenter.org/
resources/early-learning-environment), and What Works in Education: The
George Lucas Foundation (www.edutopia.org). Each of these sources of information provides theory, practical examples, and research results for using
technology to facilitate a rich learning experience for children. Literacy development is but one of the benefits for including technology. Technology
use captures child interest and promotes language and literacy development.
As children mature, their mastery of functional language—that is, the
language of everyday life and, increasingly, the language of school (i.e., the
vocabulary and expressions used specifically to learn)—develops through the
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use of writing and speaking skills to confirm new knowledge. Examples of
functional language are terms such as table of contents, map, globe, and
encyclopedia, and expository text-processing skills include description, sequence, comparison, cause and effect, and problem and solution (cf. Tompkins, 2013). Such expositions include picture drawing, story mapping, charting, graphing, e-mailing, and personal dictionaries. Through the excitement
generated by a thematic study, children demonstrate their mastery via the
products of their investigations.
Additional potential products appropriate to the themes of social studies
include the production of plays, art shows, and other examples of cooperative
learning. Through the literacy experiences attached to thematic social studies
(see Figures 3.1 and 3.2), children learn that these subjects, skills, and dispositions are suited to the exploration and development of social and personal
knowledge. What remains, then, is the capacity to show the gains to the
stakeholders—parents, principal, and others.
Such an approach to reading instruction is in contrast to the “drill and
practice” version of teaching—that is, reading alone for 60 minutes per
day—found around the country in school districts that are concerned with
improving performance on high-stakes tests: single measures that have life
consequences for individuals or schools. In these districts, teachers are often
required to use materials for instruction that focus on skills rather than their
application. These approaches, the belief goes, will improve performance on
tests. Thus, young children spend much of their day engaged in curriculum
devoid of considering big ideas. Instead, the focus is test prep. Also, since the
scores must be good, the number of minutes specified for reading and mathematics instruction absorbs the better part of the day, and social studies instruction drops to the bottom of the priority list for the early childhood

Figure 3.1.
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Figure 3.2.

curriculum. Therefore, you will need to be a skillful teacher who can incorporate the big ideas of social studies into the reading program for your
students. This can happen through your choice of reading materials that
include opportunities for young children to investigate problems of interest to
them that also foster learning in geography, history, economics, political
science, anthropology, and sociology. Such reading activities will include
map reading, landform analysis, community historical continuity, as well as
relevant state history—trade relations, exchange of goods and services, elections—and how people interact today or did in the past and around the world
to celebrate, as well as live, their daily lives.
Map reading can begin with the construction of a class map and then
proceed to the interpretation of a city or county map. Models of mountains
and valleys as well as plains can be constructed with sand and clay. The
historical society representative who brings artifacts and pamphlets depicting
local history can describe community history. Newspapers can be used to
review topics related to trade. All these activities, of course, depend on the
age and stage of the learners involved.
Furthermore, these activities are aligned with the overall English language arts standards of the Common Core State Standards Initiative
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(www.corestandards.org). Sample lesson plans and lists of appropriate books
are available on the following websites: Carol Hurst’s Children’s Literature
Site (http://carolhurst.com); ThinkFinity, a source for resources for all areas
of the curriculum (www.thinkfinity.org/community/thinkfinity-resources);
and Read Write Think, of the International Reading Association and the
National Council for Teachers of English (www.readwritethink.org).
MANAGING THE SCARCITY OF TIME IN THE
DAY AND YEAR OF A CHILD
This integrated approach to teaching requires that you carefully guard the use
of time—looking at the significant and important rather than the trivial as
you choose whether to spend 2 weeks on a theme related to a study of
Cinderella around the world. By contrast, you may choose to spend 2 weeks
examining the implications of drilling for oil in the wildlife sanctuary of
Alaska or the ongoing effect of the 2010 oil spill in the Gulf of Mexico (http:/
/news.nationalgeographic.com/news/gulf-oil-spill-news).
While both investigations may fully engage the interests of children and
while many cultural understandings come from the study of folk myths
around the world, particularly those involving a common theme, you will
need to decide and justify, especially to yourself, the choices that you make.
In making the choices for supporting students’ interests as they investigate a
particular topic, look back to the state standards that you are required to
include in the curricula.
How will you address the standards in the problem-based investigation?
What reading, language arts, and mathematical skills and aptitudes do children advance? How will you ensure that young children progress in the
development of critical analyses? How will you assess the progress they
make in comparison with the standards? As you think through these and
other practical aspects of teaching, you will make the choices that prepare
young children for success on high-stakes measures, as well as engage them
in the understandings that enable them to move about effectively in their
social world today and tomorrow.
SUMMARY
This chapter begins with a review of the historical role of social studies in
early childhood curricula. The discussion continues with a description and
illustrations of theme- and problem-based planning. Next, the position statements of appropriate curriculum guides link planning decisions with examples for possible classroom use. A particular concentration on linking Eng-
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lish language arts to social studies planning shows how social studies fits the
busy school calendar, especially at the primary level.
ACTIVITIES IN THE FIELD
1. Visit a preschool and a primary class. Identify the implicit and explicit
examples of socials studies content.
2. Interview an experienced teacher who uses problem-based learning.
How does the teacher meet the demands for accountability while planning investigative curricula with the children?
ACTIVITIES IN THE LIBRARY
1. Go to the Library of Congress website (www.loc.gov/index.html). Examine the materials available for teachers and “kids and families.”
How might you use these to meet the social studies standards for a
particular grade in your state?
2. Examine reading, math, and social studies child textbooks for a particular grade. How might you use these resources in a series of problembased units?
STUDY QUESTIONS
1. What are the historical underpinnings for social studies education?
2. What does the theme- or problem-based approach to curricular planning contribute to the effective development of social studies lessons?
3. How do the position statements of professional associations contribute
to the articulation of your social studies teaching philosophy?
4. How does the emergent literacy philosophy contribute to the integration of reading and social studies instruction?
5. In what ways can you integrate math and science with social studies?
6. What are some important considerations when choosing among possible themes to study with the children?
REFLECT AND REREAD
1. Why do some teachers say that social studies content is the foundational platform for all other curricula in early childhood?
2. What argument can you make that supports the integration of reading
and social studies even at times of high-stakes accountability?
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The Context of Culture in Teaching
Social Studies:
Beyond the Antibias Curriculum
1

Culture, with all its processes and functions, is a subject on which we need all
the enlightenment we can achieve.
—Ruth Benedict (1934)

TERMS TO KNOW
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Culture
Context
Multicultural perspectives
Multicultural approaches
Antibias curriculum
Racism
Social justice
Global education
OVERVIEW

When thinking about teaching social studies to young children, pause to
reflect deeply about why there are so many reminders in this text about the
recognition of culture as a crucial aspect of your work as a teacher of early
childhood social studies. Consider that the essence of child and family in a
social context always includes the cultural interpretation of family by those
who are significant persons in all children’s lives.
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When thinking about young children, whose lives are still closely tied to
the immediate worlds of their families, respect for and understanding of
cultures and cultural differences are critical. In addition to having appreciation for cultural perspectives, teachers of young children must be aware of
the potential for racism in the classroom. This is usually seen as namecalling, stereotyping, or shunning. The concepts of culture and race apply to
all families. Our thinking through the issues of culture and race should thus
not be considered relevant only when working with children and families
who are recent immigrants to the community from a distant land and who
speak a language other than English at home.
The family socializes young children. In the family, young children learn
how to live and behave in groups, as well as how to behave with those who
are different from themselves—racially or culturally. Young children learn
their roles in society through the instruction and modeling of behavior that
begins in family life and in activities with families outside the home.
As teachers, we understand culture of particular children through the
moment-to-moment enactments of daily family life as we interact with families and children. For most families in the United States, there is an understanding of a core American culture—the macro-culture—but there are also
many smaller cultures—the micro-cultures.
It is important to distinguish the macro-culture from the various micro-cultures
because the values, norms, and characteristics of the mainstream (macro-culture) are frequently mediated by, as well as interpreted and expressed differently within, various micro-cultures and racial identities. These differences
often lead to cultural misunderstandings, conflicts, and institutionalized discrimination. (Banks & Banks, 2010, p. 7)

Individual cultural identity is additionally complicated by factors such as
socioeconomic status, educational level, when and how the family arrived in
the United States, and the circumstances for migration. For example, families
who escape violence have a different orientation regarding how they will
behave and preserve their culture than do those who come simply to study
and wind up staying here. Identity is shaped by access to like-minded members of a cultural group, as well as by gender and age. Proficiency in primary
language as well as English shapes identity. Finally, the sociopolitical climate of the community and society at large shapes family identity and the
ways in which families are comfortable in expressing traditional culture (cf.
Lynch & Hanson, 2011). Culturally responsive teachers function as
cultural mediators . . . for students to engage in critical dialog about conflicts
among cultures and to analyze inconsistencies between mainstream cultural
ideals/realities and those of different cultural systems. They help students clarify their ethnic and racial identities, honor other cultures and races, develop
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positive cross-ethnic and cross-cultural relationships, and avoid perpetuating
prejudices, stereotypes, and racism. (Gay, 2010, p. 45)

Concrete ways that you can establish a culture of open-mindedness in your
classroom is by making cross-culture communication ordinary—that is, by
providing opportunities to communicate around the world and across the city
with children from various cultures on topics of current events or historical
interest. Vehicles for this communication may be Skype, e-mail, or mail.
Challenge stereotypes when children express them. For example, if a child
expresses distaste about seeing children on Staten Island who look dirty, ask
how one might keep clean in the face of flood damage that disrupts the water
supply. Also make sure that the cultural descriptions of a society feature a
range of people—farmers, industrialists, governing elite. Teach the habit of
always considering multiple perspectives—for example, “Is there another
way that we might look at the situation?” “What else might be happening?”
(Merryfield, 2012).
Through this approach to teaching, we help young children know that we
will be responsible for understanding the cultural differences in our society
as well as abroad. In addition, culture changes constantly over time, from
generation to generation, from location to location, according to the social
experiences of those involved. Culture is part of who you are as adult teachers, as much as it is part of the children and families that you will serve.
Thus, culture is everywhere, affecting all of us, all of the time, and, being so
pervasive, it must be recognized, integrated, and acknowledged for your
teaching and learning to have lasting meaning (cf. De Gaetano, Williams, &
Volk, 1998; Gollnick & Chinn, 2013; Maxim, 2010).
Because of this pervasive quality, culture is the prime context for teaching
not only social studies but any subject. As this text is devoted to the teaching
of social studies, however, the exploration of the relevance of culture is left
to this area alone. First is a review of definitions of culture and the meanings
of cultural contexts in early educational settings. This is followed by a discussion of race, then an examination of the appearance of culture and race in
the physical settings of classrooms; in interactions with children, families,
and other teachers; and in the content of social studies learning activities.
Finally, an examination of teachers is offered, including the ways that multicultural awareness may expand—not inhibit—the growth of young children
as citizens of the world.
FOCUS QUESTIONS
1. What is culture, and how does it play out in the lives of young children?
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2. In what ways does culture mediate between children’s social development and the content of social studies?
3. What is race, and how does it play out in the lives of young children?
4. What are common multicultural approaches to the teaching of social
studies, and what are the multicultural perspectives that they are drawing on?
5. How do multicultural approaches to teaching social studies fit with the
use of core standards, state standards, and Head Start outcomes?
6. What is the relationship of multicultural approaches to teaching social
studies, antibias curriculum, and teaching for social justice, as well as
global education for young children?
7. What is the role of multicultural perspectives in teaching social studies?
CULTURE, CONTEXT, AND MEANING
In the opening chapter of this text, there are several definitions of culture.
Through this varied array, the intent is to illuminate the complexity of the
concept and the far-ranging area that it influences. The macro-culture, or
mainstream American culture, is usually described as White, European
American, and middle class. The dominant value of this culture is individualism, which assumes that families mold their children to accept self-responsibility and initiate actions for themselves—to be self-starters. However,
many world cultures and the micro-cultures of our society have the value of
interconnectedness, which values shared responsibility for the family and
community.
Thus, there is a need for the deeper discussion of the relationships among
the specifics of culture, educational contexts, the larger society, and the
making of meaning that follows. In all the definitions examined, it seems that
there are three major domains that provide evidence of culture:
Material artifacts—such as the products of architecture, art, and music;
the artifacts of religion or home making, or tools for interaction with
the environment; and the choice of foods eaten, locations lived in, or
materials used in educational settings
Behaviors—such as the ways that families and communities take care of
young children, the ways that individuals move through space, the
ways that families and societies communicate with others, or the ways
that families and communities celebrate special events in the family
Ideas—thoughts about self in relation to the rest of the world and the
cosmos (e.g., values, belief systems, worldviews)
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The domains are the what, how, and why of cultures. (Lynch & Hanson,
2011; Williams, De Gaetano, Harrington, & Sutherland, 1985).
It is not uncommon for early educators who are interested in integrating
multicultural perspectives into their social studies curriculum to focus on the
first domain—the materials that stem from particular cultures—and make
diversity immediately visible. Sometimes this approach can lead to unproductive practices, such as the establishment of a “culture corner,” where
artifacts that supposedly represent the cultural background of classroom families are displayed. These items may represent some aspects of the families’
cultures (or perhaps ways that those cultures once were), but they can scarcely capture the complexity of the ways that the families interact and live their
lives in today’s world—unless materials are chosen to reflect integral current
aspects of living culture for the social community context in which you
teach.
Besides identifying meaningful materials that represent and embody the
cultural context of the families, you will need to focus on the behavioral
dimensions of particular cultures reflected within your classroom. So, rather
than choosing a poster showing young children in historical costumes, you
should use artifacts from the children’s living culture. For example, pictures
from family events and celebrations show the diversity of the classroom as it
lives today.
This second domain of culture is more revealing when you pay attention
to the behaviors or ways of doing things in the homes and communities
where the families reside. What are the routines for feeding, sleeping, and
other self-help tasks of daily life in the communities that you serve? Learning
about the traditions that families follow, the activities that they pursue during
the week and on the weekends, and their occupations (among other things)
will certainly expand the picture of similarities and differences among the
children in the classroom and their families and may possibly provide entrees
into themes that are fruitful as vehicles for integrating learning in the social
studies curriculum. Yet, these perspectives may also be limited in that
knowledge of traditions, customs, and actions of families in a social context
do not necessarily reveal the deeper motivations for these patterns of behavior.
It is in the third domain—that of values, belief systems, and worldviews—that yields the most fruitful interaction between teachers and their
students and families. It is through sensitive understanding of belief systems
that you as a teacher can identify and explore with families the areas in which
resonance or conflict with the social studies curriculum may appear. It is in
this domain that conversations with families may lead to an exploration of
the meanings behind common practices and the engagement of children in
multiple ways of seeing how the world works around them.
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Use of this third domain, however, depends on teachers’ willingness to
build a trusting relationship with families so that authentic information can
be exchanged, as well as on teachers’ willingness to explore and reveal their
own values and beliefs (Berger & Riojas-Cortez, 2012; Ramsey, 2004). It is
through willingness to build relationships with families where teachers can
see the overt culture and racial identity, which includes language, religion,
philosophy, customs, and family practices.
Behavioral patterns and values of the covert or hidden culture are learned
in families through child imitation of family behaviors, as well as through the
reinforcement of behaviors by esteemed relatives. It is here that children
learn to walk in two cultures—the home culture and the school/community
culture—recognizing from an early age that behaviors for various social
situations require adjustment to the context. It is also here that children learn
about racial stereotypes, racism, and White privilege (Gollnick & Chinn,
2013).
Knowledge of community and family experiences, as well as the teacher’s self-knowledge, can identify opportunities for dialogue with families and
young children that can promote enhanced awareness and experiences for
appreciation of all cultural and racial identities. Thus, child rearing, language, and literacy practices—book traditions or storytelling or chanting—
are important factors to learn and know so that home life and educational life
can merge more comfortably for young children and their families (Espinosa,
2010).
Drawing on these three domains of materials, behaviors, and values requires that teachers develop or adopt ways to collect specific cultural information from their families and from the families of the children in their
classrooms so that they are working with aspects of culture that are recognized and known by various participants in the classroom.
Generalizations about cultures that are frequently found in some children’s literature may be dated, inaccurate, or otherwise biased in ways that
can only perpetuate stereotypes and cultural misunderstandings. It is critical
to understand, as well, that there are variations within cultural groups based
on many factors, such as a family’s identification with traditional cultural
values, social class status, geographic variables, and whether the family is
“multicultural” (i.e., members come from diverse backgrounds). Thus, some
teachers of young children have worked out ways to do cultural surveys,
including conversations that children can have with family members over
something concrete, such as a family photo album, as part of their homework
(Berger & Riojas-Cortez, 2012; De Gaetano, Williams, & Volk, 1998; Gestwicki, 2013).
The results of the conversations are collated by the teacher and suggest
themes that can serve to organize a series of social studies lessons or activities. Another teacher has developed family interviews done by the children
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as part of the daily work in the classroom. The material that comes from
these interviews then becomes the center of her social studies curriculum and
all other learning (in the areas of literacy, math, science, art, etc.; Rogovin,
2001).
Sensitive teachers also engage young children in meaningful conversations about family life, culture, and race (cf. Gollnick & Chinn, 2013; Pelo,
2008). In this way, teachers provide language and behavioral modeling that
shows respect for diversity and appreciation of difference and offers young
children an opportunity to understand and embrace society’s diversity.
Classroom Physical Context
These practices bring us to consideration of the use of culture in the context
of social studies teaching and learning. What are the specific contexts that
carry culture in classrooms for young children? Once again, there are at least
three of these. First, there is the physical environment of the classroom, the
ways that furnishings are arranged, the inclusion of certain interest areas and
the particular materials used in them, the ways that the room is decorated and
children’s work is displayed, and the continuing construction of representations of the focus of the children’s current inquiry (de Melendez & Beck,
2013; Kendall, 1996). Examples of the last of these would be transforming a
classroom’s housekeeping/family area into an “animal hospital” by a group
of 4-year-olds investigating the care of pets after the mother of one of the
children gave an interview describing her work as a veterinarian—or using
the block area to make a “bagel factory” like the one that the 5-year-olds had
recently visited, in which the father of one of the children was working.
Choices—by teachers and children together, made in the preparation of the
physical environment—convey messages to young children about ways that
they might work collaboratively or independently, about the value of specific
materials that reflect the children’s ongoing cultural experiences, and about
the importance of the work of individual children in showing their grasp of
the concepts and skills under investigation (Williams, De Gaetano, Harrington, & Sutherland, 1985).
Other ways that teachers promote cultural understanding is through the
inclusion of children’s literature and Internet resources that show the contribution of diverse cultures to the topic at hand (de Melendez & Beck, 2013).
In the teaching of social studies, identification of the elements to be included
in the preparation of the environment comes from marriage of the aims of the
social studies curriculum with culturally informed conversations and direct
experience in the community; thus, the information acquired through cultural
surveys and interviews/family contacts is vital to the promotion of social
studies learning.
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Classroom Interpersonal Context
A second context is the interpersonal environment of the classroom. The
manners used in the ways that teachers address children (and children address teachers), the demonstration in classrooms of respect for family members, the courtesies encouraged in children in their interaction with one another, the recognition of possible variation in learning styles and provision of
opportunities for their exercise, the focus on developing an appreciation for
multiple perspectives on an issue, and a spirit of curiosity about the lives of
others (Gay, 2000; Kernan & Singer, 2011) are all examples of ways that the
promotion of children’s social learning lies at the heart of a multiculturally
oriented social studies curriculum. Expanding children’s knowledge and appreciation of variation in customs of courtesy is illustrated in the following
occurrence, observed in a first-grade classroom.
The children in Rebecca Scott’s first-grade classroom in New York City
recently welcomed a new child into their group. The 6-year-old girl, Wanda,
moved with her family from the coast of Alabama, where a hurricane destroyed the small town where she was born and lived for the first years of her
life. She and her family were now sharing a home with her aunt, who moved
to the city 15 years before, when she secured a job in her field of health care.
When Wanda first came to the classroom, she addressed her teacher as “Ms.
Scott,” which she had heard the teacher called by adults in the new school.
The teacher told her that she invited the children to call her by her first name,
“Rebecca.” Wanda persisted in calling Rebecca “Ms. Scott,” however, and
some of the other children found that to be “silly.” When Rebecca overheard
a hurtful comment to Wanda about this one day, she took the next opportunity in a class meeting to point out that there were different ways of being
polite to people older than yourself in different parts of the country and that
in many towns in the southern United States, adults expected children to
address them more formally than with just a first name. She thanked Wanda
for her courtesy and told the children that they all had a choice—they could
continue to call her “Rebecca,” or they could call her “Ms. Scott” just as
Wanda did. She also invited the children to talk with their families about
which form of address they preferred. Over the next week, some of the
children experimented with using the more formal manner of address. After
discussing this with her family, Wanda decided to call her teacher “Miss
Rebecca,” a form of address traditional in her original community.
Rebecca Scott adjusted the mode of address in her classroom in response
to a custom introduced by a child new to the school. She acknowledged that
child’s social knowledge and used the incident as a way to expand the social
repertoires of all the children involved. In a later conversation at a classroom
parent get-together, she related the discussion with the children as one of the

The Context of Culture in Teaching Social Studies

77

many ways that she was addressing the expected social studies content in
first grade, centered on “the individual in school and family life.”
By working with this moment in the life of the children, Ms. Scott used an
opportunity to expand the children’s social knowledge as a context to enable
further social development in children having difficulty recognizing that
there can be more than one perspective on an issue. She validated Wanda’s
cultural experience, as well as that of the other children, and in doing so, she
enabled all involved to make meaning out of differences in behaviors.
Classroom Culturally Responsive Content
The third context that carries culture and race in the classroom is the infusion
of culturally responsive content into all learning activities. Like the other
two, this context relates to the making of meaning. So far, and in the material
that follows in this text, social studies is discussed in terms of attitudes,
concepts, and skills or processes that further thinking and enable understanding of the ways that the social world works—the parts that are near to us and
those that are distant.
Through social studies, young children come to appreciate their roles and
the roles of others within society, and they learn to anticipate ways of thinking, being, and acting as related to particular outcomes—ideally toward the
improvement of relationships among people and between people and the
planet and cooperatively to preserve and develop human and environmental
resources in life-producing and consciousness-expanding ways. Examples of
such general aims are found in state social studies standards and in Head
Start outcomes.
For young children to grasp these aims, however, they must see how each
new attitude, concept, and skill or process taught relate to what they already
have learned through their direct experience with the world; their observation
of and interaction with the thoughts, language, and actions of others; and
their absorption of the value systems at the foundations of their societies.
Thus, the examples that teachers use to illustrate processes, how recognizable these examples are to the children from their past experience, and the
degree to which these examples key into children’s interests and impulses are
critical in the making of meaning (Broad, Howard, & Wood, 2010; Bruner,
1978). An example of building new learning in social studies on familiar
frames of reference appears in the following observation.
In a third-grade classroom, children born and raised in Boston and children whose families came to Boston from various islands in the Caribbean
were studying how Boston Harbor shaped the commerce of the city. Looking
at the first functions of the harbor from 300 years ago raised comment from
the Caribbean children about the exciting legends of piracy associated with
the harbors that they knew from the islands. Their teacher, Tim Daniels,
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picked up on the enthusiastic descriptions of the supposed exploits of famous
buccaneers and suggested that the class do a comparative study of two or
three famous Caribbean harbors with Boston Harbor. In what ways were the
histories and functions of harbors in the two sites similar? In what ways were
they different? With Mr. Daniels’s skillful leadership, the children explored
the role that geography played in the evolving functions of the harbors and
the connection between the goods available at each location and the growing
sea trade. This focus brought children to the library and Internet, where,
inevitably, the history of enslavement was foregrounded. Now the children
were beginning to discover the “Golden Triangle”—the trade of human beings from Africa for Caribbean sugar, for New England rum, and back again.
The horror and injustice of what occurred in the past began to be addressed
by the children. A few of the children began to question whether these events
were related to ways that some people in their city acted toward one another
around issues of jobs, police actions, or housing. They wondered who was
doing something about these tensions and if there was a way that they could
help those trying to relieve them. Clearly, they entered upon an inquiry that
could potentially last all year and would lead to first constructions of what
might be meant by “social justice.” During the encounter, the children embarked on the beginnings of a complex investigation that could be revisited
with increasing sophistication in Grade 4 and onward.
The power of this unfolding social studies curriculum for the children was
undeniable. What began as a relatively lighthearted look at piracy (the reality
of which was not only far different from the romantic notions that the children held but could also bear its own inquiry) transformed into a serious
exploration of one of the great human tragedies.
At the third-grade level, the children were, of course, not expected to
uncover all or even the greater part of the complex interactions involved in
these historical events. Still, they were beginning to raise important questions
and, in subsequent conversations, see connections between those events and
the racial tensions that surfaced periodically in their city. They also were
beginning to develop their own positions and identities around issues of
injustice. In what ways could they become future advocates for humankind
and resist modern oppressions in their community?
The instances described here represent some of the many ways that multicultural perspectives and approaches can extend and deepen the social studies curriculum. This leads to a closer examination of how these aspects work
in interaction with the desired outcomes for the social studies curriculum.
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MULTICULTURAL PERSPECTIVES AND APPROACHES TO
SOCIAL STUDIES: ENACTING STANDARDS THROUGH
CULTURAL AWARENESS
The terms multicultural perspectives and multicultural approaches are used
synonymously in some texts exploring multicultural educational practice. In
other texts, however, there is a distinction, which can prove useful in curriculum planning.
Multicultural Perspectives
Multicultural perspectives refer to a vision of who is to be served by the
effort, combined with differentiated aims for those populations. Sleeter and
Grant (1987, 1999) have explored such multicultural perspectives over the
past three decades by reviewing the burgeoning multicultural educational
literature and classifying it into five basic categories: (1) education for the
exceptional and culturally different, (2) single-group studies (formerly, ethnic studies), (3) human relations, (4) multicultural education, and (5) education that is multicultural and social reconstructionist. While these have appeared or been emphasized at different points in time, all five continue to
appear in the literature to the present day, and curriculum planners should be
aware of the differences among them in drawing on such resources in their
work.
Education for the exceptional and culturally different. The first category
refers to works designed to address the learning needs of children whose
cultural experience is outside the norms expected in public schooling and
whose academic achievement may consequently be depressed or acquired in
different ways. The works usually reference the acquisition of attitudes, concepts, and skills that will enable the children to succeed in school. So, how
indeed can teachers provide sensitive and important learning modifications
for young children who are deaf or hard of hearing or those who may have
social–emotional perception differences or learning disabilities?
Single-group studies. The second category is directed toward members of
cultural groups who wish to deepen their understanding of the elements of
their cultures. People wishing to learn the particulars of a culture that is
different from their own may also use single-group studies. The works focus
on description of elements of a specific culture and attempt to reveal the
meanings of those elements for members of the cultural group. What does it
mean to be African American or Latino in today’s society? How does the
past influence the present opportunities?
Human relations. The third category is intended for people whose cultural
group affiliations have placed them in conflict with members of other groups.
The materials are intended to develop ways to reduce tensions among groups
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and create an atmosphere of mutual respect, knowledge, and cooperation.
How have Muslims fared in the public discourse following actions by a few
terrorists?
Multicultural education. The fourth category moves significantly beyond
the first three in that it is designed for all children and adults to foster
appreciation for cultural differences and to encourage an active and positive
curiosity about differences, as well as a recognition of essential similarities in
the life ways of varying cultural groups. These studies seek to identify the
ways in which culture underpins our daily lives and shapes the ways that we
behave, think, and interact with others.
Multicultural and social reconstructionist. Finally, the fifth category extends the fourth to include acquisition of individual and group advocacy
skills in addressing issues of social justice. These latter materials rest on the
premise that society itself needs to be critiqued toward elimination of oppressive practices against members of particular cultural groups. In integrating
multicultural perspectives into the teaching of social studies, the fourth and
fifth categories would seem to be those that most clearly resonate with the
purposes of the social studies standards and Head Start outcomes.
As the standards and outcomes of social studies focus largely on processes (see chapter 3), they can be addressed through the design of learning
contexts (physical environments, interpersonal interactions, and content of
activities) that, as previously described, draw on children’s cultural and social knowledge. This was seen in the two descriptions of social studies teaching practice included earlier. Various parts of each scenario can be correlated
to particular social studies standards.
Thus, the learners make meaning within their cultural contexts while
expanding their learning to include new concepts, skills, and attitudes in the
full social studies arena. Without such an integration of multicultural perspectives into the teaching of social studies, teachers run the danger of limiting the number and kinds of connections that children may make in their
exploration of the wider social world.
Multicultural Approaches
Integrating multicultural perspectives into the teaching of social studies requires an awareness of multicultural approaches to social studies curriculum
design. Banks (2012) describes a common sequence of professional engagement by those working toward a full use of multicultural perspectives. He
suggests that there are four levels of practice showing increasing command
of the intentions and aims of multiculturalism in education. Perusal of these
levels of practice reveals their applicability in considering the ways that we
can strengthen our multicultural orientation in the teaching of social studies.
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Contributions approach. Identified by Banks (2012) as Level 1 is the first
attempt at integration. In this approach, social studies teachers seek out examples of particular people or events that have not traditionally been a part of
social studies learning activities. An example of this might be a kindergarten
teacher’s inclusion of African American and female inventors in the children’s study of inventions in the United States that had previously featured
only White (European American) men. Little changes otherwise are made in
the presentation of the curriculum.
Additive approach. In the second level of multicultural educational practice, teachers retain the traditional structure of their social studies curriculum
but add themes, concepts, or perspectives that represent specific cultural
knowledge from groups not previously represented in the curriculum. For
instance, a second-grade teacher might add examples of the many ways that
children around the world make and play with kites in a unit on “children’s
play” (part of the focus on “the neighborhood”). Now the children are being
introduced to neighborhoods around the world that use variations of a favorite activity. This level is still a process of accretion rather than a change
responsive to all three domains of culture.
Transformational approach. For the third level, teachers take a deeper
look at the structure of their social studies curriculum and consider ways that
variation in cultural behaviors and worldviews (belief systems, values) might
be incorporated into social studies inquiries. Ms. Scott’s work with first
graders described earlier is an example of at least a beginning level of curriculum transformation. This work could also be considered an instance of
multicultural practice as described by Sleeter and Grant (1999).
Social action approach. In the fourth level, a deeper and more complex
undertaking, teachers not only transform the structure of their social studies
curriculum but also work with the children to identify arenas where the class
can take action to address oppressive social conditions. An example of this
approach is the inquiry into Boston Harbor facilitated by Mr. Daniels. In the
course of their inquiry, the third graders encountered the history of enslavement in the United States and its connections to trade with the Caribbean and
Africa. This led them to think about what it means to be enslaved, and some
of the children made the connection between the past situation and racial
tensions that periodically surface in their urban setting. The children began to
consider ways that they as members of a racially and culturally mixed community, could find out about the work being done to help ease such tensions
and discover if there was some way they could join the effort. They were
entering one of the broader arenas of social studies.
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THE BROADER ARENA OF TEACHING SOCIAL STUDIES:
BEYOND TOLERANCE TO AWARENESS OF THE WIDER WORLD
When teachers think of the role of multicultural practice in the teaching of
social studies, specialized curricula come to mind, such as the antibias curriculum (Derman-Sparks & the ABC Task Force, 1989; Derman-Sparks & Edwards, 2010), as do a focus on multicultural education as social activism
(pursuit of social justice; Fennimore & Goodwin, 2011; Lewis, 1991; Sleeter,
1996) and an emphasis on global education (Swiniarski & Breitborde, 2003;
Zarrillo, 2012). However, throughout this chapter, illustrations show the infusion of multicultural perspectives into the social studies curriculum, which
is actually a broader undertaking. Such approaches have multiple aims that
resonate with the aims of social studies and with the various perspectives and
approaches already described. Banks (2012), for example, sees five dimensions to the broader involvement of multicultural education:
Content integration—uses examples from the children’s cultures to illustrate concepts and skills being taught, with the purpose being to enable
all children to connect with the content in ways that further the processes of their meaning making
Knowledge construction—challenges single frames of reference in making meaning and invites students to investigate other perspectives
Equity pedagogy—refers to teachers’ changing their pedagogy to include
varieties of learning styles and dispositions related to children’s ability
to absorb and work with content
Prejudice reduction—enables children to change their negatives attitudes
toward people, places, or events
Empowering school culture and school structure—confronts institutionalized biases and works toward their elimination and, thus, the elimination of oppression, which can inhibit children’s achievement
In Ms. Scott’s activity, you can see the use of knowledge construction, prejudice reduction, and the creation of an empowering school culture. In Mr.
Daniels’s work, content integration, knowledge construction, and, again, the
creation of an empowering school culture were evident. Each of these teachers was also combining these practices with the aims of specific social studies standards in a complementary foundation for their work.
There are times, however, when teachers may choose to focus on the aims
of prejudice reduction and empowerment through the use of a particular
curriculum, such as the antibias curriculum (Derman-Sparks & the ABC
Task Force, 1989; Derman-Sparks & Edwards, 2010). Resources such as this
suggest ways for teachers of young children to confront prejudices in a
concentrated effort.
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This curricular approach is particularly important when adding the perspective of race and the reduction of racism to the social studies curriculum.
At other times, teachers may want to develop in the children an awareness of
issues of social justice (teaching children to recognize oppressions affecting
themselves or others) and encourage a disposition toward taking social action
to address these issues. Teachers then may draw on specialized resources for
such work within the larger social studies curriculum (Lewis, 1991; Teaching
Tolerance, 2012).
The same can be said for a focus on global education, when teachers turn
children’s attention to similarities and differences in the concerns of social
studies across the world. The aim here is developing in children a consciousness of being citizens of the world. There is a clear movement within social
studies curriculum development today toward creating such awareness, as
many see globalization as an inevitable future for which children today must
be prepared.
Use of these resources alone, however, do not constitute having a multiculturally oriented social studies curriculum. Instead, the broader efforts described in this chapter provide the deep and lasting multicultural foundation
for social studies that educators seek in many program evaluations today.
ASSESSING ACHIEVEMENT IN SOCIAL STUDIES:
ISSUE OF THE PERVASIVE INFLUENCE OF CULTURE
A whole chapter in this text is devoted to the concerns of assessment of
children’s achievement in the area of social studies. However, to emphasize
the importance of cultural knowledge and sensitive application of the principles described here, you should remember that appropriate assessment of
young children occurs in a context of deep understanding and application of
cultural knowledge in particular classroom situations.
In this way, an authentic assessment of children’s achievement within a
social studies curriculum is undergirded with a multicultural perspective that
requires attention to the contexts that children draw upon in their responses.
Children will learn to move between various contexts, and this tendency
needs to be recognized in assessment techniques and instruments used. Thus,
the use of standardized assessments alone is unlikely to be adequate to represent children’s acquisition of attitudes and new knowledge and skills through
the curriculum. This is particularly true when considering textbook tests and
various state and national achievement tests drawn from the “typical” rather
than the specific aspects of culture that are reflected within your classroom.
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SUMMARY
This chapter reviews a variety of possibilities for infusing multicultural perspectives throughout the social studies curriculum. What is evident is that
using a multicultural orientation to social studies is not a separate effort but
an effort that should be fully integrated into all aspects of social studies
teaching. It is also clear that such use of multicultural understandings is a far
broader effort than an isolated or particular focus on an area, such as prejudice reduction. In the chapters throughout, you will see allusion to one or
another of the aims for using multicultural perspectives. It is helpful to always keep in mind that these are parts of the larger whole of transformative
education.
ACTIVITIES IN THE FIELD
1. For the community where you live or the one in which you aspire to
teach, find out about who lives in the community. Collect information
about the traditions, migration patterns, and history of the various
subgroups within the community. Identify ways that you would connect with the families as an early childhood teacher.
2. With a colleague, interview an elder in the community. Identify the
school experiences that promoted acceptance in the community as
well as any experiences that created tension or negative relations in
the community.
ACTIVITIES IN THE LIBRARY
1. Begin an annotated bibliography of children’s books that will promote
positive views of diverse cultural groups in your community. Start by
examining the annual list of notable books from the National Council
for the Social Studies.
2. Examine the standards for social studies for your state. Identify ways
to connect various meaningful cultural activities to these standards for
your community.
STUDY QUESTIONS
1. How is culture manifest in the lives of young children and their families?
2. How does a child’s culture influence acquisition of social studies dispositions, knowledge, and skills?
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3. What are the best ways to incorporate multicultural appreciation and
particular cultural understandings in the early childhood curriculum?
4. How do you connect cultural knowledge and experiences to state standards and Head Start outcomes?
5. In what ways are antibias curricula, teaching for social justice, and
global education connected to the approaches that promote multicultural understandings?
6. What important understandings about particular cultures contribute to
sound practices in assessment of young children?
REFLECT AND REREAD
1. Why is an understanding of the concept of culture and knowledge
about specific cultures so important to teachers of young children?
2. How can early childhood teachers demonstrate to families that they
are serious about respect for diversity in the classroom?
3. In what ways does knowledge of culture and specific social–cultural
contexts contribute to the development of the social studies program?
SUGGESTED READINGS
Derman-Sparks, L., & Ramsey, P. G. (2011). What if all the children were White? Anti-bias
multicultural education with young children and families (2nd ed.). New York: Teachers
College Press.
This book describes how young children learn racism, and it presents strategies for promoting
identity and respect for diversity. Guidelines for classroom activities are included.

Nieto, S. (2012). Affirming diversity: The sociopolitical context of multicultural education (6th
ed.). Boston: Pearson.
Rogovin, P. (1998). Classroom interviews: A world of learning. Portsmouth, NH: Heinemann.
This book shows how to use interviews as a method of learning the social studies.

Spring, J. (2010). Deculturalization and the struggle for equality: A brief history of the education of dominated cultures in the United States (6th ed.). Boston: McGraw-Hill.
Tiedt, P. L., & Tiedt, I. M. (2010). Multicultural teaching: A handbook of activities, information, and resources (8th ed.). Boston: Allyn & Bacon.
A resource that links theory with examples of best practice.

NOTE
1. In the original version of this chapter, Leslie R. Williams served as co-author.
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Perspectives on Classroom Practices
Linda Davey and Doris Pronin Fromberg

Every opportunity that occurs within practical activities for developing curiosity and susceptibility to intellectual problems should be seized.
—John Dewey (1933)

TERMS TO KNOW
•
•
•
•

Concentric circles approach
Spiral curriculum/disciplines-based approach
Postmodern/dynamic themes–based approach
Global education
OVERVIEW

This chapter considers how to connect young children’s experiences and
readiness for learning new social knowledge with adult understandings of
social life and the social sciences from a variety of perspectives. The chapter
describes a critical pedagogy approach to thinking about curriculum and
planning. We assume that young children are capable of understanding and
imagining concepts and issues that range beyond a narrow focus on isolated
facts. Therefore, this chapter presents an image of young children who are
capable of constructing connections across disciplines that begin with authentic social experiences. This is a child-centered and experiential approach.
The chapter explicates this approach with classroom examples.
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FOCUS QUESTIONS
1. What are different approaches to teaching young children social studies?
2. How can teachers match adult understandings of social studies concepts with young children’s ways of learning?
3. What is global education for young children?
CURRICULUM THEORY IN EARLY CHILDHOOD EDUCATION
Curriculum theory as a field is influenced by beliefs about learning, about
learner development, the role of content, the role of the teacher, as well as the
developmental capacity of children. Beliefs about the role of culture and
societal context also influence curricular theory (cf. Tyler, 1949). In early
childhood education, the beliefs about curricular theory are more complex
due to the variety of private and public programs and the nature of staffing
patterns in early care and education settings. For example, teachers in private
schools and agencies may or may not have formal pedagogical preparation,
but the standard in public schools usually requires formal pedagogical preparation and state certification in early childhood education.
Content-First and Child-First Approaches
(Concentric Circles Approach)
To complicate the matter further, curricular theory from the perspective of
teachers prepared from an elementary education perspective, in which teachers are prepared to teach a broad age and grade range (K–8), often focuses on
content first. A content-first view assumes that teachers deliver knowledge to
meet standards, keeping the needs of the learner in mind, but the focus of the
teacher’s role is to direct learning in the best interest of the child. The child’s
role is to master the content.
In contrast, the child-first approach assumes that young children develop
a social construction of the world that starts with an understanding of self and
family. This approach involves introduction of curriculum through circles of
learning that begin with a study of oneself, then the family, then the local
community that is likely to be familiar to children. Afterward, children move
through state and national issues and, finally, focus on international curricular issues in the latter part of elementary school (Duplass, 2011; Larkins &
Hawkins, 1990).
However, while children’s understanding of themselves and their immediate world are relevant, this does not mean that they cannot access knowledge beyond self and family. As citizens of the world, many fly to other
states and Skype with relatives across the globe. Many teachers widely use
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the concentric circles approach to social studies instruction, which is one
where topics are visited at the initial level of investigation and revisited in
later years, when children have acquired increased knowledge and skills
about the topic. For example, a kindergarten topic on our neighborhood
might evolve into the third-grade topic of contrasting issues for life in urban
and rural America. The latter topic calls for enhanced sophistication of thinking, as well as increased factual knowledge and investigative skills. In this
approach, teachers may periodically update the curriculum with a focus on
topics that relate to the children’s knowledge and experience. Topics of
current interest to youngsters might include a local circus, floods or storm
damage, or presidential elections.
Spiral Curriculum/Disciplines-Based Approach
The spiral approach, or disciplines-based approach, begins with a focus on
subject matter bites that teachers expand as children mature and increase
their academic skills, based on predetermined basic key concepts of social
science disciplines, which are often derived from state learning standards.
This approach assumes that young children can digest the curriculum without
particular attention to the social and intellectual experiences that they bring
to the classroom.
For example, a unit on ecology would assume that all children are familiar with deserts, oceans, plains, mountains—the geography of the United
States—as well as rain forests. However, young children in western Kansas
may not see a tree for miles, and children in the Midwest may not have
directly seen oceans. However, the Midwestern children might have experiences with wind farms, and they could readily understand how these affect
their environment and provide energy for Western states.
Thus, the subject matter bites do not account for personal knowledge
when teachers deliver content uniformly rather than particularly to classroom
groups. By contrast, when teachers develop curricular experiences by building on the personal experiences and intellectual knowledge of young children, the children have an opportunity to hook new content into understandings already in their repertoire. Early childhood educators value this approach to curriculum as one that respects the personal social/cultural context
of children in particular classrooms.
Thus, curricular theory from the typical early childhood education perspective is viewed from a child-first perspective. The dominant U.S. interpretation of this view is articulated in the National Association for the Education
of Young Children’s position statement on developmentally appropriate
practice (McLachlan, Fleer, & Edwards, 2010).
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Postmodern and Dynamic Themes Approaches
Finally, there is the postmodernist approach to the interpretation of curricular
theory, which includes the dynamic themes approach. This view of curriculum takes its perspective from philosophies that view education as a socially
constructed process, which requires teachers and young children to use children’s social experience to access and advance learning and understanding.
In this way, teachers need to be aware of the particular experiences of the
young children in their charge rather than apply general or conventional
expectations for the development of curricula. Teachers build social studies
curricula in culturally sensitive ways by considering the social and intellectual experiences of the children and the underlying images that they represent.
For example, a kindergarten in the Pilsen area of Chicago—which serves
substantial numbers of Mexican immigrants who observe traditional Mexican holidays—might study the migration of the monarch butterfly, which
parallels the immigration pattern of their families. In addition, teachers and
children might engage in an extensive exploratory social studies unit in October on the traditional customs surrounding the Día de los Muertos—Day of
the Dead.
The activities around the holiday might lead to a more extensive discussion of families, respect for loved ones lost, and ways in which loved ones
are remembered. These images represent the cyclical change of human life.
As the children start with their own experiences, teachers bring books, activities, and contrasting ideas about how other cultures remember loved ones. In
this way, the curriculum accomplishes important social studies outcomes—
respect for diversity in our society—by building on the experiences of young
children. So, at first glance, this unit on Día de los Muertos seems as if it may
be yet another “holiday” approach to social studies curricula, but by building
on the lived experiences of the children and their families and incorporating
critical thinking to extrapolate to other cultures, the children have a rich
addition to their social capital; that is, their knowledge of the broader social
world is anchored to their personal experiences and expanded.
This approach is a starting point in building children’s capacity to perceive underlying dynamic themes (e.g., cyclical change) that emerge as similar underlying imagery about human experiences that cut across cultures and
appear in a variety of surface forms. This approach stands in contrast to other
classrooms in which some teachers use a ritualized holiday-centered curriculum, following the calendar as the basis for what they term “social studies.”
The ritualized holiday-centered approach typically does not focus on the
study of the social significance that holidays represent (as described earlier),
nor does it include the myriad of holidays represented by the children and
families in classroom contexts. This superficial ritualized approach to planning is in contrast to one that utilizes young children’s experiences and
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knowledge of the world to consider broader cultural issues across shared
human experiences in the United States and the world.
Therefore, a postmodern multicultural study of the social significance of
holidays contrasts with a ritualized holiday-centered social studies program.
For example, the postmodern approach would pursue global holidays clustered on the basis of the underlying shared human experiences (dynamic
themes), such as the striving for independence and freedom (young children
understand issues of power and powerlessness), the celebration of harvests as
an appreciation of abundant food, or the memorializing of heroes and heroines as an opportunity for children to acquire social knowledge about those
who modeled helpful work.
Another way to understand the dynamic themes approach is to look at the
underlying tools of social scientists. Consider that the use of tools is an active
endeavor, and young children prosper when they engage actively and meaningfully in their learning experiences. Young children can better access the
processes of the social studies based on their personal knowledge and experiences rather than proceeding through a curriculum based on prestated concepts—for example,
Historians—deal with the interpretation of events. Young children are
capable of considering alternative perceptions (i.e., the approaches of
historians). Examples include social experiences in which children
compare their perceptions with the expressed needs of others and literature that details biographies of an individual from different perspectives.
Geographers—consider spatial relationships and how human beings live
in relation to different environments. Young children become geographers as they see contrasts among urban, suburban, and rural densities
and various landforms in their immediate communities. Examples of
observational drawings and block building include opportunities to
build mapping imagery.
Economists—study concepts such as scarcity, including needs and wants
versus supply and demand. Young children have direct experiences
with the distinction between needing and wanting. Examples include
sharing playthings or coveted fruits.
Political scientists—consider the uses of power and the nature of democracy. Young children routinely engage in issues of fairness, power,
and powerlessness. Examples include the daily decision making and
negotiations that take place within children’s lives.
Professional teachers begin with children’s real-life experiences and marry
them with a discipline-based perspective to engage youngsters in conceptually rich learning. This contextually based use of dynamic themes integrates
the social studies and social sciences across the curriculum with the sciences,
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design technology, arts, literacy, and mathematics (Fromberg, 2012). Dynamic themes such as cyclical change, conflict/contrast, and synergy subsume the various social sciences and social learning and thus provide rich,
sophisticated contextual curricular options. Teachers who begin social studies with these images in mind can locate interdisciplinary connections with
strands of the Common Core State Standards.
Binary opposites. Another postmodern contrast to the concentric circles
approach is the postmodern contention that young children will learn about
the here and now without directed school instruction and that children can
use their imaginations to consider the far away in time and place (Egan,
1999). This postmodern viewpoint focuses on children’s powers to consider
opposing concepts that they have experienced directly before they reach
organized schooling—concepts such as “good and bad, love and hate, power
and oppression, joy and fear, and so on”; that is, the foundation that prepares
children for more sophisticated concepts, such as “struggling for autonomy
against oppression, . . . greed and generosity, [and] . . . courage and cowardice” (p. 138). In effect, these underlying, initially socioemotional concepts
help children make connections with similar concepts that are far away in
time and place.
Global perspectives. An alternative to the binary opposites approach uses
research on affective and cognitive development to emphasize an interdisciplinary approach to the social studies, including global perspectives at every
grade level (cf. Swiniarski & Breitborde, 2003). Consider the following
classroom experience observed by the authors:
Will enters his Pre–K classroom with a bag under his arm. He takes his place
in the circle and Ms. Gumble nods to him: “Will, would you like to tell
everyone about what you have in the bag?” “My mom just brought me this
from China,” he says, as he pulls out a small children’s picture book, written in
Chinese. Below the printed story lines on each page is one Chinese character,
and next to it a model of how to draw that character, step by step. Several
hands go up as children chime in, “I’ve seen that writing before on TV,” “My
dad’s been to China,” and “Did she see a panda?” The teacher takes note of the
knowledge base conveyed through the children’s questions. After a short,
animated discussion, Will pulls out a page of Chinese characters that he has
drawn from the book’s examples and explains how he did them. The teacher
asks the children if they too would like to make some characters and they
respond enthusiastically. She has previously copied some of the pages of
Will’s book—and after having Will demonstrate one, she introduces the new
materials she has placed in the Writing Center.
The advanced notice that Will’s mother offered in a recent email, asking if
she was interested in Will’s bringing the book to class. . . . Ms. Gumble asked
the mother to scan and email some of the pages. In addition, Ms. Gumble
conducted some online research, including translating the characters. [Google
Earth and other Internet geographic programs] are permanent as well as famil-
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iar fixtures in [this] classroom, [and] the children explored where China [is] in
relation to their homes. Ms. Gumble will observe the children today and will
then consider how much interest there is in the topic, and whether it may be
extended into other curriculum centers.

This scenario clearly illustrates that young children today, particularly middle-class children and children of recent immigrants, are generally more
aware of the wider world beyond their immediate communities than they
were at any time in the past. It also illustrates a changing mode of parent–teacher communication, namely by e-mail. For the most part, this example highlights the influences of transportation and technology.
These developments in turn have had a major impact on communication
and economic relationships and encourage new global insights on issues of
peace, the environment, justice, equity, diversity, and interdependence. To
illustrate the child-relevant perspective on planning, several sample studies
appear as follows: first, a study of transportation, then a study of community,
and, finally, a study of how environmental changes influence human life,
beginning with the observations of pond life.
A STUDY OF TRANSPORTATION
The way that travel influences children’s perception of the world is worth
considering for those who have the opportunity to travel. Concepts of space,
time, and speed are all adjusted when children board a plane at one point and
get off at another. For example, although children who have had access to
airplane travel may have shared some experiences, geographical changes in
cultural habits are still readily visible to children who travel or view some
television programs (e.g., smaller cars in Europe, people living in caves and
on boats in China).
Adults might think little of such mental adjustments, having already dealt
with these changes, but for children, a shifting in their worldviews, even if
unvoiced, is taking place. Another example is that the concept of mapping
takes on more cognitive significance when a child can view a city grid, a
highway, farmland, or a coastline from a mountaintop, from the roof of a tall
building, or, most clearly, from the air. Certainly, mapping has more congruence with children’s lives and perceptions when the ground surfaces are
viewed from a distance. At the same time, children in low-income families in
the United States are less likely to have had the advantages of airplane travel
and acquaintance with distant countries except, perhaps, by viewing television programs. Nevertheless, teachers can add to the images of distant places
and times for children through the use of picture files.
The development of picture files as a teaching tool or as a resource for the
children is a wise use of time and energy that can help prompt discussion of
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children’s experiences and further their opportunities to acquire new meanings of distant places and times (see textbox below). Professional teachers
help children make connections by providing motivation for children to build
new meanings. Examine the opportunities for meaning making in the following sample weekly outline on transportation (adapted from Alleman & Brophy, 2002, pp. 191–195).
Picture Files
A helpful asset for any teacher is a good picture file. It can be
created over time and is most useful if it is kept in a place where both
teacher and children can access it freely and easily. It can be a great
resource for teachers when planning lessons or themes and for children
when they are block building, writing, drawing, and discussing. For a
file to be really useable, it must be well organized right from the start.
If the box is organized by topic, then new additions can easily be
dropped into the appropriate category with little time wasted. Housing
the picture file in the Block/Construction Area invites use by pre-kindergarten through primary-grade children and often stimulates block
(and other) play corresponding to the subject of study:
• Begin with a “box” to hold pictures, up to an 8×10-inch size. (Large
selections may create a space problem.) Label it boldly.
• Create dividers corresponding to major themes such as families,
communities, shelter, food, clothing, transportation, communication,
and so on. (Dividers should be larger than 8 × 10 inches so that
category titles are visible.)
• Look for pictures in magazines, newspapers, art and history books,
as well as teachers’ guides that might be useful for children to explore. (In Transportation, for example, look for photographs or artwork depicting methods of transportation, both past and present:
people walking, riding on donkeys or in sampans, Viking boats,
steam ships, horse and buggies, cars, rocket ships, etc.)
• Enlarge and copy selections, if necessary, so that they more easily
capture children’s attention and are relatively uniform in size. Provide backing to pictures for ease of handling.
• Supplement your selections with photos you take yourself. This allows flexibility not only to fill in gaps in your collection, but to
personalize the experience (e.g., a photo of your great-grandfather in
his first car). Local examples and historical society archives can also
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prove interesting to children. (A photo of an existing street in your
school’s community with horse and buggies, contrasted with a current photo of the same street, can provoke some interesting and
thoughtful discussions.)
Provide illustrations that offer multiple viewpoints (e.g., from the
top of a building and from the bottom, from a plane window and
looking up at a plane flying).
Include any informational details on the back of the picture: year,
location, citation, artist, and so forth, for help in answering children’s questions.
Add to your collection as you come across interesting pictures, but
especially when you are planning thematic content.
Highlight and display (on a small easel or in a learning center)
topical illustrations that pertain to current classroom themes.

Transportation Around the World: Prekindergarten or Kindergarten
Week’s Focus: More Alike Than Different
Monday. After a neighborhood walk or focused observations from classroom
windows, children can discuss how people travel. Then, they can select pictures showing local transportation as well as modes of travel throughout the
world (elephant, canoe). Look also for photographs of local travel that children might not readily identify (horse and buggy in Central Park or a performer on an elephant in the circus) and common modes of transportation
elsewhere (jets in China). Have a globe/map or Google Earth to refer to as
you discuss countries and regions.
Tuesday. Using pictures previously displayed on the bulletin board, ask
children how transportation around the world is similar and different (have
children raise their hands while you tally perspectives). Discuss examples.
Post a data summary created using poster board or software.
Wednesday. Ask children how they travel with their families (car, bus,
subway, plane). It takes money to travel those ways. Why? How would they
travel if they didn’t have money? If their religion didn’t allow it? How would
climate influence the ways they would travel (pictures of yaks or dogsleds)?
Discuss. Prepare a graphic organizer showing the ways that people travel.
Thursday. Read From Camel Cart to Canoe (Noonan, 1992). Use the
globe (or Google Earth) and consider transportation in other countries. What
is alike? What is different? Why? Summarize the results of the discussion in
graphic organizers. Provide reading lists from available books in the library
for families to discover.
Friday. Give children a selection of photos of transportation throughout
the world. Each child chooses two to glue onto paper and dictate whether
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people travel that way because of climate, geography, money, tourism, or
custom. Discuss “How are we more alike than different?” Collect child observations for a classroom poster.
This week’s overview of a topic based on child’s interest can evolve into
a longer study. It is a plan that builds critical thinking and respects children’s
backgrounds while enhancing their knowledge by building on it.
Looking at Teacher Planning for Social Studies
In this way, teachers thoughtfully plan to consider ways that children can
engage in direct experiences. Hands-on activities connect to children’s realities, including some familiar materials and ideas, while extending those
ideas with new experiences. Teachers help children fit new information into
their existing mental structures or cognitive maps. Teachers help children
expand their understandings of the world into ever-widening spheres that
reach young children’s store of knowledge about the world through television, photographs, and books.
However, facts, vocabulary, and even language have little use without
connection to previously acquired knowledge and experiences. Therefore,
teachers try to help children make connections that allow each child to integrate and access understandings of the world and how each fits into the
community where he or she lives and the world at large. The teacher tries to
assess the children’s prior knowledge and integrate learning activities along
with meaning. For example, see the earlier Día de los Muertos example and
the sections on postmodern approaches to curriculum.
The transportation example offers ideas from one week’s lessons of a
much longer, sequentially based study that incorporates preassessment and
revisiting, as well as many attempts to connect to children’s understanding of
concepts. It is focused in its goals and therefore can authentically promote
and assess children’s learning. The “big picture” question that drives the
investigation—“How is it similar and how is it different?”—is the type of
question that has many applications in various other contexts and draws
children into problem solving as a reason for learning. Questions generally
provide reasons to read, draw, write, construct, and make measurements.
Looking at the example of a study of transportation addresses the social
impact of resources that are both local and distant. The social studies, in
focusing on the social impact of environment and resources, can bring children into an understanding of multicultural issues through such examinations. Some television programs and computer games also expose children to
diverse characters, such as those on Sesame Street and Dora the Explorer
(which also attempts to infuse the Spanish language seamlessly into the
programming), while others present characters and scenes that reflect diversity.
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Children’s understandings of the world are best enhanced, however, when
teachers provide children with opportunities to investigate (Katz, Chard, &
Kogan, 2013), play and pretend (Fromberg, 2002, 2012), and converse (Bodrova & Leong, 2007) about activities that capture their interest (Dewey,
1938). Consider the following section, which recounts the social studies
experience in a kindergarten classroom.
AN EMERGENT, MEANINGFUL STUDY OF
THE CONCEPT OF A COMMUNITY
The Kindergarten Setting
The block area is not a “corner” in this classroom but a wide space, well
provisioned with blocks. When several children became excited about a construction project on their street, they began to represent their observations
with floor blocks. Ms. Kuhn allowed the construction to stand for a few days
so that it could be revisited and added to. This also allowed her to bring in
books and other activities that added to the children’s interest and knowledge
as it evolved.
The Stimulus
Several children were enthralled by construction going on down the block.
Ms. Kuhn encouraged their block building with pointed questions, and before
long, there were several buildings going up. At the end of the day, she
gathered the class around the block area and asked the children what they
would have to plan for, if those were real buildings in their community of
blocks. This led to her remembering that one father was an architect, and she
asked him in to speak to the children, who showed a great deal of interest in
the blueprints that he brought with him. In turn, this led to their incorporation
of blueprints into their block work, then a drafting table, and, eventually, a
whole class study on community.
The Extension
Ms. Kuhn noted that the children’s vocabulary became punctuated, not only
with the new architectural terms, but with those that identified the blocks
themselves: column, pillar, floor board, ramp, Gothic arch, and Roman arch.
She listened as children built an airport and discussed the countries where the
planes would go. “I want to go to Disneyland,” said one child, while another
commented, “I want to go see my grandpa in Peru.” She flipped through her
picture file (discussed earlier) and pulled out photographs of buildings and
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communities around the world, arranging them to attract children’s attention,
especially any that matched the children’s comments.
As interest progressed, Ms. Kuhn drew the children’s attention to the map
and globe in the classroom, and they explored destinations before comparing
distances among them. All over the classroom, activities and projects blossomed, all offshoots of the children’s interest.
Materials displayed provoked discussions of how communities differ and
how they are the same, before finally returning to the construction down the
block and what might be built in the middle of this community. “Could it be
an airport?” the teacher queried. “Could they build an airport on that construction site?” “What would it need to be an airport?” “Where would people
park?” As thoughts tumbled out and children displayed their understandings
in words and drawings, block building had another surge of interest, and the
area became crowded with community builders.
Forms of Representations
To relieve congestion and to extend the experience, Ms. Kuhn moved slowly
onto wood constructions with glue and a planned community. After lengthy
discussions of what every community needed, each child selected a community structure to build and chose a wood base as a platform for his or her
structures. Work progressed intermittently over several weeks from the
gluing table to the painting table to the 7- × 4-foot piece of plywood that
would serve as the community.
Children sketched and wrote in journals about their building, and as each
structure took shape, the teacher helped individual children revisit their original concepts and explore the structures taking shape in light of a growing
understanding of their particular buildings’ form, function, and place in the
community (e.g., “Do you want to place your fire department right next to a
hospital?”).
Finding and Using Resources and Collaborating
Over lunch in the teacher’s room, Ms. Kuhn shared some stories of the
children’s excitement with the fifth-grade teacher, who asked if her class
could “buddy” with the kindergarteners and help them. The fifth graders
came on a regular basis and helped their kindergarten partners make trees
and traffic lights, as well as road and building signs.
This one-to-one ratio between partners allowed the teacher to circulate,
question, provoke thinking, and offer suggestions in a way that was productive to her planning and instruction. It allowed space and time for her to
problem-solve with children as needed, and it was valuable to her ability to
authentically assess individual children’s learning and ways of representing
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their knowledge. On checking further with the parents, the teacher found a
female pilot, a postal worker, a librarian, a construction worker, and a politician to come in, talk to the class, and act as consultants about the community
being built by the kindergarteners.
Webbing
Ms. Kuhn’s initial plans for this study were very simple. The plans branched
out and became more complex as the study evolved. The teacher added
concepts as the children’s understanding, interest, and involvement grew.
In effect, Ms. Kuhn begins with a preliminary plan and modifies it
through interactions with the children, assesses their current knowledge, and
then plans reasonable next steps. Thus, the planning process is predictably
unpredictable yet supremely flexible and adaptive. At the same time, she
continuously plans events that are likely to help children extend and deepen
their knowledge. Ms. Kuhn creates the kind of challenge that blends manageable risk with a reasonable chance for success.
The challenging collaboration within the kindergarten and between the
kindergarten and fifth-grade children was an opportunity that emerged when
a sensitive teacher recognized and seized an opportunity to expand meaningful learning that grew from a direct experience. Children had a variety of
ways to represent their understandings that included block building, wood
constructions held together with glue, blueprint construction, journal drawing, and journal writing. Before interviewing the architect, they had the opportunity to plan the questions to ask him, which the teacher recorded on a
large chart.
At other times, kindergarten children solve the problems of how to operate a restaurant in the dramatic play area, create an obstacle course on the
playground, discuss the benefits of varied pizza toppings for snack, or make
explicit rules for the classroom. These experiences provide opportunities for
children to learn to decenter, bump into the feelings of others, and learn
empathy and interdependence.
For example, children collaborate on their representations of experience
through sociodramatic play, role-play, and construction projects. They negotiate their differences with one another and begin to recognize that others
have experiences, wants, needs, and beliefs that may be different from their
own perceptions and experiences. Children build their self-regulation skills
as they plan, collaborate, and negotiate. They also build new strategies for
getting along with one another. In addition, children build the imagery that
supports ongoing learning of concepts in design engineering technology,
science, mathematics, and geography.
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A STUDY OF HOW ENVIRONMENTAL CHANGE
INFLUENCES PEOPLES’ LIVES
Consider how the aforementioned set of activities and, then, the set that
follows—for prekindergarten, kindergarten, and first-grade children—encourage them to think, build meanings, and make real connections to some of
the concepts recommended by the National Council for the Social Studies
(2010), which include interdependence, global understanding, and human
needs and wants.
Setting: Kindergarten
Activity: Walk Near a Pond
This activity involves yearlong study of pond life and pollution. Children
walk to a pond next to the school once a week. The integrated study encompasses science, language arts, math, and social studies. For social studies, the
emphasis is on understanding the concepts of environment, pollution, and
recycling. Each week the children observe the pond, sketch what they see,
make predictions, discuss changes, and journal (through dictation, as needed)
their observations and questions.
Over the school year, they keep track of what materials are discarded in
the pond and on the shore, and they discuss how they got there, what happens
to the material, whom and what it can harm (fish, ducks, people), and how
such items can be recycled. The teacher and the children have picked up
refuse each week from their little area around the pond and regularly compare their section to areas of the pond that have not been cleaned. The
children have charted many of the activities in the classroom, and a weekly
newsletter informs parents of vocabulary that has been introduced, with encouragement to use the new words at home.
Setting: First Grade
Activity: Literature
The teacher has collected children’s books that represent children from many
cultures. The planned art activities include working with natural dyes, mask
making, weaving, and other activities representative of different cultures.
The dramatic play area is equipped with a child-sized tortilla press, chopsticks, and clothing representative of other cultures. The classroom materials
include an abacus and straw baskets, and the teacher has several collection
boxes for children to sort, consisting of rocks, seed pods, and other natural
materials. The room is decorated all year with posters and artifacts depicting
other cultures, and while the teacher encourages parents to share their cul-
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tures with the children, the information they share is not merely visited once
but revisited and reinforced throughout the year.
Setting: Prekindergarten Class
Activity: Class Meeting
The class meeting is held near the close of every day. Children are encouraged to bring up any problems they are having (e.g., someone being “mean”
to them) and any milestones (e.g., keeping their temper, talking disagreements through). The teacher acts as intermediary, helping children identify
the issues and encouraging other children to help problem-solve while respecting all children involved and not being subjectively judgmental. During
the day, when conflicts arise, the teacher and sometimes the children advise
the child or children involved, “Why don’t you bring that up in class meeting?”
The pond activity describes a study aimed at increasing understanding
that grows as a result of concrete experiences and the process of revisiting for
deeper meaning making. While vocabulary is included, it is introduced as a
by-product of the kindergarten children’s actual experience.
The children’s literature activity explores first-grade children’s understandings of others. Knowledge emerges from the materials and activities
over time, exposure, and connections as they arise in context. Such an approach produces meaning that can affect attitudes and dispositions authentically.
In the class meeting activity, the teacher creates an environment where
children can share their differing perspectives and feelings in the light of
discussion and where they can have an opportunity to decenter, to learn that
other people may have other ways of perceiving and feeling. In this approach, the focus is on learning the reasons for the rules and how individual
wants and needs can affect the wants and needs of others. In a way, learning
about wants and needs in an interpersonal sense may be a basis for a later
understanding of economic wants and needs.
Culturally sensitive teachers reflect on the following:
• Do the activities, holidays, and celebrations included in the classroom
reflect a multitude of cultures, religions, and ethnicities? Does the teacher
demonstrate a respect for all traditions? Can these celebrations be related
to wider themes that have relevance to children’s lives, including issues of
fairness, friendship, and family responsibilities?
• Are preconceptions of gender challenged in everyday classroom life? Are
boys and girls both asked to carry heavy objects as well as pass out
snacks? Do children line up without reference to gender? Do the materials
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in centers invite the participation of any gender (dolls and trucks in both
the dramatics area and the block area)? Do books, posters, textbooks, and
materials provide egalitarian models?
• Are images of many ethnicities represented in the classroom? Are stereotypic ideas challenged?
• Is power conveyed in ways that preclude questioning and problem solving, or do children see the teacher respecting everyone’s views?
• Does the class treat issues of culture, religion, and ethnicity (an individual’s sense of identification that provides a sense of belonging to a reference group; Nieto & Bode, 2012; Slonim, 1993) as ways in which different people are alike, while acknowledging and respecting differences?
The class meeting activity begins to deal with some of the interpersonal
issues and sources of possible interpersonal conflict or stress in children’s
lives. As human beings interact with one another and their environments
influence their lives, stress is inevitable.
Dealing with the Effect of Environmental Stress
Caregivers and teachers cannot eradicate the sources of stress from children’s
lives, but they can provide an environment that helps to prepare children with
the tools necessary to cope with many of those stressors. Providing space and
time for sociodramatic play is one way to help children cope with environmental upheavals. Some examples follow.
Earthquake
After the Loma Prieta earthquake in Northern California, reports of “earthquake” dramatic play became common. Some teachers responded by telling
children there was nothing to fear, while others discreetly (or more directly)
changed the focus of the play. Some, however, sensing that the children’s
play was aimed at getting some control over a frightening situation, joined in
the play and infused some helpful safety and coping mechanisms (“Quick,
come with me to the doorway. It’s safer there”). Young children showed that
they achieved some sense of control when they later spontaneously played
out preparing for an earthquake, shaking back and forth, and calling, “Earthquake’s over.” Indeed, observing children’s dramatic play is a relevant
source of assessing their concerns and thoughts.
Columbine
The tragic violence in Columbine High School left confused feelings about
schools and guns in the minds of many young children. The endless television coverage could easily be converted in the minds of some to many Col-
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umbine incidents. How parents dealt with the news in their own homes also
influenced children’s views and fears. In that situation, teachers had to weave
a fine line between discussing the events to help the children work out their
security issues and, at the same time, to respect the wishes of parents who
had shielded the news story from their children.
September 11
After September 11, 2001, children all over the country attempted to understand what had happened. Once again, children picked up on the reactions of
the people around them. Of course, the trauma and stress were greater for the
children who had experienced it firsthand or lost someone in the disaster, but
the horrifying effects of that event probably escaped no one. One little boy,
having watched the first plane burst into flames as it hit the World Trade
Center while he was having his breakfast a few blocks away, kept trying to
comprehend the disequilibrium that he felt seeing a plane fly into a building,
rather than over it. He repeatedly questioned his mother about what planes
were supposed to do, until he felt satisfied by the sameness of her every
response.
Hurricane Katrina
The terrible plight of New Orleans residents, left stranded on their roofs
without food, water, or rescue after the Katrina hurricane, may leave questions in the minds of many young children. If adults dwell too much on the
threats of the hurricane, it can add to children’s stress. However, by talking
about ways to control the environment through role-playing the building of
levees and dams, there is an opportunity to help children feel more control in
their lives.
Gang Violence
In the wake of a tragic gang shooting in Chicago, which resulted in the loss
of a teenager through mistaken identity, First Lady Michelle Obama attended
the funeral of the young lady tragically shot. Third graders and their teachers,
inspired by First Lady Obama’s visit to their community, began to reflect on
the effect of gang violence in their community. Through their class discussions, they decided to collect oral histories of classmates and neighbors with
the idea that they would publish the histories and send them to community
activists working to eliminate gun violence.
Countering Stress in the Classroom
Teachers need to be ready to respond to the unknown and the unexpected,
certainly, but they also need to step aside as soon as possible and look for the
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big ideas connected to such events so that they can most effectively help
children make sense of their world and its peoples and imagine ways to build
confidence in children’s own capacities in a safe classroom environment.
Kostelnik and colleagues (2012) offer several suggestions for countering
stress in the classroom.
General Teaching Skills
•
•
•
•
•

Recognize and respect individual coping styles.
Use nonverbal attending skills.
Demonstrate effective responding skills.
Maintain ongoing surveillance of all children with regard to threats.
Attempt to avoid disruptive behavior by particularly monitoring transitions.

Create and Maintain a Safe, Growth-Enhancing Environment
• Intervene immediately in aggressive encounters. These are inevitable,
even with the keenest of anticipation and prevention strategies.
• Seek out opportunities to make every child feel competent and worthwhile.
• Make every child the object of daily individual focused attention.
• Give children opportunities to work out feelings through pretend play.
• Eliminate unnecessary competition. For example, “musical chairs” really
is still fun for young children when you don’t remove chairs! Indeed,
young children often point out an available vacant chair to one another.
• Build in relaxation breaks (fun, exercise, breathing).
• Allow children to participate in conflict resolution.
• Promote divergent thought—that is, opportunities for alternate solutions.
Preventive Stress-Coping Behaviors in Children
• Coach children on what to do in potentially frightening situations.
• Expand children’s vocabulary to facilitate communication of feelings by
modeling language in context. Avoid dumbing down language.
• Help children identify their body sensations when they feel angry, sad,
joyful, and so forth (e.g., “I can tell you are angry because of your
frown”).
• Allow children to experience consequences of their actions (when safe to
do so), and use those consequences as a discussion starting point instead
of punishment.
• Provide some time every day for vigorous exercise.
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Support for Loss
•
•
•
•
•
•

Use appropriate vocabulary when discussing death and dying.
Give accurate information.
Answer children’s questions matter-of-factly.
Respect the family’s religious explanations.
Provide accurate information about a health-impaired classmate.
Acknowledge the pain of parents’ separation or divorce.

What to Avoid
• Stereotyping families, even within the same “label” but representing different traditions.
• Pushing children to talk when they are not ready.
• Looking for a quick fix.
• Failing to recognize your own limitations.
• Being inflexible or insensitive to the needs of parents (e.g., those with
financial problems; single parents; teenage parents; stepparents; parents of
children with special needs; bilingual or migrant families).
In these various ways, teachers help children to avoid or cope with stressful
situations that are interpersonal as well as environmental and acquire some of
the concepts recommended by the standards of the National Council for the
Social Studies.
PLANNING FOR THE BIG PICTURE
In planning for instruction, teachers must keep in mind various approaches to
curriculum noted throughout this text. The planning challenge, then, is to
connect learning and create opportunities to help children make meaning
from those connections. Lessons, extended studies, or topics are explored as
part of a big picture that children will be exposed to. Authors have explored
themes including food, clothing, and shelter (Alleman & Brophy, 2001);
communication, transportation, and family living (Alleman & Brophy,
2002); and childhood, money, and government (Alleman & Brophy, 2003;
cf. Brophy, Alleman, & Halverson, 2013).
Some authors point out that a teacher must first consider what the children already understand and then focus on what children want to know so
that he or she can meaningfully plan for a group of children in a particular
context. Educators who employ a social reconstruction viewpoint recommend that teachers employ this approach; it is useful to begin with interviews
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and construct learning opportunities around and connected to what children
already know (Rogovin, 2001, 2011).
How, then, can teachers help children see a subject such as varieties of
transportation as a “cultural universal” (Alleman & Brophy, 2002)? Even
young children, for example, can grasp concepts related to the importance of
transportation, how it has changed over time, how transportation affects a
community, as well as what transportation they need in their community and
the problems that transportation can insinuate into peoples’ lives. Children
can do so when they have direct experiences, such as those outlined in the
preceding discussions of transportation, community, and environment. While
helping children grasp an understanding of such interdependence, teachers of
young children also introduce concepts of global education.
WHAT IS GLOBAL EDUCATION IN
THE EARLY CHILDHOOD SETTING?
At its most basic level, global education seeks to provide children with the
knowledge, skills, and behaviors that will be a productive influence on their
lives in an increasingly complex, interdependent world. It aims to introduce
students to the people, cultures, perspectives, accomplishments, and needs of
the peoples of the world, as part of the social studies curriculum from the
very beginning of school.
Thoughtful educators propose principles to guide the development of a
comprehensive global education program. They view global education as a
combination of the following:
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Basic education
Lifelong learning
Cooperative learning
Inclusive of all
Education for social action
Economic education
Involving technology
Requiring critical and creative thinking
Multicultural education
Moral education
Supporting a sustainable environment
Enhancing the spirit of teaching and learning. (Swiniarski & Breitborde,
2003)

This vision of global education assumes the need for a teacher who is knowledgeable about world issues, flexible in thinking, open to new ideas, and
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capable of making connections by using multiple perspectives. The approach
assumes a dynamic constructivist approach to teaching, which will utilize
early literacy approaches, child experiences, and critical thinking activities
and empower children to be creative (cf. Maxim, 2014).
The National Council for the Social Studies social studies standards
(2010) recognize the importance of introducing some basic understandings in
the early years. Accordingly, the standards’ prescribed experiences in the
early grades allow children opportunities to explore content and processes to
obtain knowledge to become enlightened citizens,
Since social studies has as its primary goal the development of a democratic
citizenry, the experiences students have . . . should enable learners to engage in
civic discourse and problem-solving, and to take informed civic action. The
national curriculum standards . . . present purposes worth caring about, processes worth engaging in, and knowledge worth learning. (p. 12)

While young children cannot be expected to fully understand the demands of
citizenship and the associated issues, a curriculum that exposes them to such
topics through the kinds of concrete and authentic experiences discussed in
this chapter and earlier chapters can be a building block that will allow
connections to deeper understandings in the later grades.
SUMMARY
This chapter presents a discussion of various frameworks for considering
social studies education that includes a postmodern and dynamic themes
approach, a binary opposites approach, a concentric circles approach, a structure of disciplines approach, and a global education approach. Practical examples of young children’s experiences that represent themes recommended
by the National Council for the Social Studies include transportation, community, and environmental study.
There also was discussion of the related concerns of teachers for dealing
with children’s possible stress through a variety of strategies that included
provisions for related sociodramatic play. It is particularly worth noting that
youngsters derive reasons to write, measure, draw, and construct when they
consider relevant social studies issues.
The many approaches to teaching young children social studies support
the importance of teachers working to build on young children’s capacities
for activities that are based on children’s prior experiences by planning to
match children’s integrated personal, social, and physical experiences with
adult understandings of broader social issues and concepts.
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ACTIVITIES IN THE FIELD
1. Watch three children’s cartoon shows. Look for signs of nationality
and culture. Could these shows make sense to children in other cultures? What do you think will be the global impact of such shared
programs?
2. Observe prekindergarten and kindergarten children working on a computer in the classroom. Is there social interaction? How do the children
deal together with technological problems?
3. Interview children about a recent major international news item, such
as a tsunami or a forest fire. What details do they know about it? Did
their information come from parents, television, or school? Compare
the amount and types of information these children can share to your
own childhood experiences.
4. Visit a preschool and a kindergarten classroom. Take note of anything
in the environment that supports global explorations and understandings, such as literature, illustrations, and materials.
ACTIVITIES IN THE LIBRARY
1. Review several recent issues of one early childhood journal. Look for
articles that have a global connection. How does this reflect on the
teacher’s understandings of global interconnectedness in the 21st century?
2. Visit one of the websites suggested later in this chapter. What did you
learn that could inform your teaching? How did it widen your own
knowledge base? What activities would you use with young children
to enhance your social studies curriculum?
3. Visit the children’s literature section of the library. How easy is it to
locate children’s books with a global theme? Choose five books and
compare them in terms of egalitarian and global education.
4. Invite the librarian to talk about literature related to Rosa Parks. What
might be next steps in planning related studies?
STUDY QUESTIONS
1. How can a teacher help a child deal with stressful situations?
2. How do the traumas of violence and war connect to the social studies
curriculum?
3. In what ways does the teacher provide a model for understanding
diversity?
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4. What are some things that a teacher can do to check for and eliminate
bias in the classroom?
5. Why is it important for a teacher to value and plan for all social
interaction as a part of the social studies curriculum?
6. How can a particular classroom provide additional space and time for
children to engage in dramatic play?
REFLECT AND REREAD
1. Think about some of the major issues facing the world today. What
knowledge, skills, and dispositions might you include in the early
childhood curriculum to lay a foundation for understanding and dealing with such issues?
2. What are some ways to integrate social studies curriculum with the
sciences, the arts, reading, writing, and mathematics?
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This article embodies the social reconstruction ideology.

Swiniarski, L. A., & Breitborde, M. L. (2003). Educating the global village: Including the child
in the world. Upper Saddle River, NJ: Pearson Education.

112

Chapter 5

This book provides a knowledge base of global educational issues to early childhood professionals, offers teaching/learning strategies that consider young children’s development and learning
styles, and provides suggestions for home/school/community partnerships.
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Universal Declaration of Human Rights (1948), www.un.org/en/rights
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Technology provides wheels for the mind.
—Seymour Papert

TERMS TO KNOW
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Big ideas
Concept loading
Digital divide
Information access
Mapmaking
Prop boxes
Readability
Media literacy
OVERVIEW

Setting up the classroom environment, equipping the room, and choosing the
materials to implement the topics of study requires simultaneous consideration of many factors. First, consider the learners and their previous learning
experiences. Next, focus on the Common Core State Standards as well as
state standards to address in the social studies curriculum. Organize the
learning in integrated units around “big ideas,” those that foster the development of enduring conceptual knowledge. Include lessons and units from the
emerging questions from learners and the events of the time. Then, choose
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the materials and organizational structure to support instruction. Consider the
relevant media.
FOCUS QUESTIONS
1. How do you set the stage to support social studies learning?
2. Which toys, texts, literature, symbols, and classroom equipment do
you choose?
3. What role do social studies texts play in the curriculum?
4. How can children’s literature—fiction and nonfiction—support the
acquisition of social studies knowledge, skills, and aptitudes?
5. How do you add specialized materials of social studies—maps,
globes, digital media, and reference books—to the curriculum? What
do you do with these materials?
6. What role do graphs, diagrams, and other graphic organizers play in
social studies?
SETTING THE STAGE FOR LEARNING:
BUILDING AN ENVIRONMENT TO INTEGRATE
SOCIAL STUDIES INTO THE CURRICULUM
The content of social studies is holistic—that is, focused on the development
of conceptual understandings around 10 themes (National Council for the
Social Studies, 2010).
1. Culture—includes ways that human needs transcend societies. Activities and materials that advance this theme comprise language, stories,
folktales, music, and artistic creations of diverse cultures. Family life
offers a natural focus for this theme in the early years.
2. Time, continuity, and change—examines history and policy actions of
a society. Activities and materials include the past, present, and future,
using letters, diaries, maps, textbooks, and photos. Community and
state history and current events are features of this theme.
3. People, places, and environments—focuses on the interaction of people and the earth. Activities and materials include interpretation of
maps, globes, photographs, and charts and expository reading. Land
use, weather, recycling, and current events related to natural disasters
anchor this theme in the early years.
4. Individual development and identity—explores physical development
and personal interests. Activities and materials that support this theme
include stories about children and families, event analysis, and coop-
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erative learning. Typical themes for exploration are self, family, classroom community, and school life.
Individuals, groups, and institutions—examines the way in which
group members interact in home, school, and community. Rudimentary understanding of government begins in the early years with this
theme. Activities and materials include classroom rule development,
conflict resolution, and stories that highlight the role of community
helpers, elections, and political issues. Typical foci include getting
along in the classroom, school, and neighborhood, as well as the study
of community and relevant current events, such as elections, bond
issues for new schools, and community services.
Power, authority, and governance—focuses on the issues of governmental structure, the rights of individuals, and concepts such as justice, equity, and fairness. Materials and activities that support this
theme include community safety; descriptions of local, state, and national government; cooperative learning; and dispute resolution. Topics typically explored include the local community, the state, and
methods for communication.
Production, distribution, and consumption—explores the ways that
societies organize to supply their needs for goods and services. Activities and materials that support this theme include a focus on needs
and wants, supply and demand, banks and money, and businesses in
the community and region. Typical themes for study include money,
production of goods and services, and current events related to economic issues (e.g., the rise in bus fare).
Science, technology, and society—focuses on the contribution of science and technology to family life, transportation, communication,
and the social significance of endangered species. Activities and materials include examination of the tools of a society for homemaking,
child care, work, transportation, and communication. Typical themes
to explore include childhood across time or around the world, as well
as the ways to move people and the ways in which people communicate.
Global connections—includes ways that societies negotiate difference,
the effect of technology on the global community, tensions across
societies regarding needs and wants, and universal human rights. Activities and materials supporting this theme include exploration of the
language, art, music, and belief systems of diverse societies here and
abroad, as well as examination of current issues such as oil, land use,
protected species, and the treatment of children around the world.
Typical theme investigation by young children will depend on the
situational context but certainly includes investigations of particular
societies nationally and internationally.
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10. Civic ideals and practice—focuses on the development of citizens.
Activities and materials include the description of a democratic society with the concepts of liberty, justice, equality, and the rule of law;
rights and responsibilities of individuals; and the “common good” for
all of society. Typical early investigations for young children begin
with the rules of the classroom—living in the school together—and
expand through the appropriate exploration of historical and current
events.
The strategies for instruction within a classroom include individual investigations, small group collaboration, and large group discussions. Thus, the environment created must be a spatial layout that supports all these strategies. In
thinking about the space, it may be useful to refer to the classroom baseline—this includes not only the room arrangement but also the schedule and
the contents of the bulletin board, learning centers, and classroom resources
arrayed for child discovery.
Room arrangement—traffic patterns match the classroom activities
planned. Learning centers are clearly set up and defined by topic with
appropriate space to match the activities. Equipment and materials are
accessible and grouped to encourage children’s management of them.
Schedule—reflects a balance of individual, small group, and large group
activity structure. A well-developed schedule includes large blocks of
time during the week to support theme-based curricular endeavors
(Berry & Mindes, 1993).
The way that classroom space is used clearly shows the values and culture of
the school or community, with the environment described as the third teacher
(Edwards, Gandini, & Forman, 2011; Gandini, 1998). Floor plan software
can assist you in playing with various arrangements to ensure that traffic
flow works and centers are logically organized. Examples of room arrangements are frequently included with these tools—see Kaplan Early Learning
Company (http://kaplan.floorplanner.com/) and Lakeshore Learning Company (www.lakeshorelearning.com/classroom_designer/cd_launch.jsp?popup=
yes).
Besides the basic arrangement of centers, desks, and tables, you will need
to pay attention to sources of light, storage of materials for easy access by
children, and soft textures as well as hard surfaces for working. A warm and
welcoming social studies classroom will have posters displaying children’s
questions, results of data gathered, pictures, structural products that document learning, and comfortable spaces for individual and small group work.
The classroom may contain materials passed from one group of children to
another—for example, a book on the trip to the fire station, which then
becomes a part of the cultural history of children and a resource for the class.
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As well, the space will display materials that families contribute to the
ongoing projects, and it will contain references to field trips made as part of
the social studies investigations. Such materials pertain to the themes investigated, so there may be pictures of locations (e.g., grocery store, apple orchard) and events (e.g., a family celebration of Kwanza or Diwali).
The environment will pay attention to the following elements:
Connections and a sense of belonging—pictures of children at work or
from home showing families.
Flexible space and open-ended materials—tables and chairs grouped in
circles, in pods, or individually, as the activities dictate; blocks, paints,
construction paper, paper of all kinds, markers, crayons, and so on.
Natural materials that engage the senses—fall leaves, stones, fruits, and
vegetables.
Wonder, curiosity, and intellectual engagement—magnifying glasses to
examine butterflies or the particles in a brick.
Symbolic representations, literacy, and the visual arts—books, calculators, computers, telephones, maps, charts, easels, and clay, as well as
iPods, iTouch, iPads, SMART Boards, and light tables.
Messages from the environment communicating safety and comfort—
room dividers and shelves at eye level (teacher and child can see
everywhere); space to move around; furniture that is child sized, solid,
and well maintained; room is clean and neat.
Children are in the right place and valued—pictures reflect community
and families; display space is available for children’s work; diversity
of learners is represented.
Children are able to share and develop friendships—cooperative activity
is supported with small table structures; materials are grouped for
sharing; message board is available for children and families.
Knowledge of clear expectations—materials within reach; schedule
posted at child’s eye level; abundant labels for activities and materials;
job responsibilities posted.
Work that is interesting—room is attractive and inviting; sufficient quantities of books and materials; variety of writing tools; displays change
regularly.
Effective social studies classrooms will contain the following elements:
meeting area, display space, storage for personal belongings and ongoing
work, classroom library, storage space for paper and tools for writing, homemade games, art and construction materials, blocks of all sizes, props and
accessories, cooking materials and equipment, music, dance and drama, computer area with Internet access, and quiet spaces (Bickart, Jablon, & Dodge,
1999; Moravcik, Nolte, & Feeney, 2013).
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The displays are as important as the furniture arrangement. Displays
should entice the learner to explore new concepts, document learning accomplishments, and communicate the values of the classroom. Questions to ask
when adding material to the walls:
•
•
•
•
•

What is the purpose of the material—for the children, families, visitors?
What image of learning do the materials convey?
Does the display honor children’s work or merely serve as decoration?
Do posters and other displayed artifacts invite child participation?
How do the materials contribute to a learning classroom atmosphere in the
room?
• What are the assumptions about learning reflected by the classroom walls?
(Bullard, 2013; Tarr, 2004)
Besides furniture and displays, well-developed classrooms pay attention to
the ambience of light, color, texture, and noise. Space for privacy is available, and there are areas organized according to the need for space for the
task. Social density is appropriate; that is, small spaces for children at work
individually, in small groups, or in class meetings are comforting to children.
Try to avoid, however, rooms with insufficient space for activities, which can
lead to disorder and inappropriate behavior. As well, classrooms need to be
flexible.
Design principles for effective learning include the following (Feeney,
Christensen, & Moravcik, 2006):
• Define the areas.
• Provide more space for areas that will have blocks, manipulatives, and
dramatic play.
• Separate noisy from quiet areas.
• Include space for solitary activity and small groups.
• Consider the pathways between areas—wide enough and clear enough but
not runways for running.
Also, check the room to be sure that classroom space meets the needs for
young children with an environment that supports the following (Henniger,
2013):
• Personal care routines relating to health, comfort, and safety
• Development with available storage, appropriate furniture, and display
space
• Language-reasoning experiences with materials, interactions, experiences
for discussion, and exploration
• Fine- and gross-motor activities
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• Creative activities
• Social development with space for interactions
• Adult needs for record keeping and conferencing
Learning centers that support social studies will vary according to the ages of
children in the room, but some basic considerations for the span of years
include an art center, book center, and music center. At kindergarten, welldesigned environments will include a dramatic play center, writing center,
and manipulatives center. You may see as well centers for woodworking and
sand/water. By first grade and throughout the primary years, centers include
math, science, and social studies centers supported by prop boxes—those
materials gathered to support the theme in whole or in part. Examples include
boxes of materials related to a grocery store, bus station, bank, grandparents,
office, or medical personnel.
Another consideration for learning center development is the need to have
sufficient materials. A rule of thumb for 20 children is 70 choices of materials so that children will be actively engaged in center-based learning (Feeney, Christensen, & Moravcik, 2006). In addition, when monitoring centers,
avoid clutter, introduce new materials, rotate materials on the shelves, and
remove damaged items. In this way, you model respect for materials by
mending, cleaning, or refurbishing.
Centers must promote the following (Kostelnik, Soderman, & Whiren,
2011):
• Integration of learning across the developmental domains—cognitive, social–emotional, and physical
• Enthusiastic participation for using the materials
• Sustained interest for the tasks or discovery opportunities
• Curiosity and perseverance for sustained learning
• Expression and expansion of various conceptual understandings
• Convergent and divergent learning opportunities
• Sufficient materials for use at diverse levels of complexity
TOYS, TEXTS, LITERATURE, SYMBOLS, AND CLASSROOM
EQUIPMENT IN THE LIVES OF YOUNG CHILDREN
As you implement the broad social studies themes, the baseline of the room
shifts to accommodate the focus. Thus, the bulletin board may contain pictures of family members as you study “families.” The learning centers contain replica cars, trucks, and trains to support the study of “transportation.”
The classroom library contains books on Chicago, New York, or Ames,
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Iowa, to support a study of “neighborhood” or community. In this way, the
classroom environment evolves and stays engaging for young children.
As well, there are constants in the room that are adaptable to the study of
diverse topics. These materials include blocks, paints, paper, props to support
dramatic play, supplies for writing, and materials for constructing exhibits,
sewing materials, woodworking materials, as well as clay or other modeling
materials. These are the open-ended materials that offer many possibilities
for children to explore along with their increasing understanding of the social
studies topic.
Children’s literature serves as the backbone for enrichment of child
knowledge.
Reading literature involves a dimension beyond reading ordinary material. If
read properly, a classic tale draws out a feeling of wholeness or oneness, a
carefully drawn character or situation evokes a feeling of recognition, and a
poem that speaks to the heart engenders a feeling of tranquility. (Gunning,
2005, p. 410)

Thus, the human dilemmas of the past and present become accessible to
young children as they read or hear folklore, poetry, chapter books, drama,
and novels. The following list presents examples of books that lend themselves to the development of literacy as well as to the enhancement of social
studies themes.
Barton, B. (1973). Buzz, buzz, buzz. New York: Macmillan.
Brown, M. (1996). Stone soup. Weston, CT: Weston Woods.
Carle, E. (1970). The very hungry caterpillar. New York: World.
Crews, D. (1978). Freight train. New York: World.
Martin, B. (1989). Chicka, chicka boom boom. New York: Simon & Schuster.
McDonnell, P. (2011). Me . . . Jane. New York: Little, Brown.
Most, B. (1990). The cow that went oink. San Diego: Harcourt.
Sendak, M. (1988). Where the wild things are. New York: Harper & Row.
Young, E. (2011) The house Baba built: An artist’s childhood in China. New York: Little,
Brown.
Zelinsky, P. (1990). The wheels on the bus. New York: Dutton.

In addition to the choices of fictional books that are evocative of feelings and
attitudes, children can access the issues and topics of social studies through
children’s nonfiction—biographies and informational books, such as concept
books, life cycle books, experiment and activity books, books derived from
original documents and journals, and photographic essays (Johnson, 2012;
Stoodt-Hill & Amspaugh-Corson, 2005).
These books also assist children in acquiring the critical examination of
text skills that they need, as they consider an author’s view, the believability
of claims, and other aspects of critically reading nonfiction. In selecting
among the many informational books available to support the social studies,
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Stoodt-Hill and Amspaugh-Corson (2005) suggest that you consider the following factors and choose those with
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

thought-provoking text,
style—use of language or voice,
technique that hooks the reader,
authority in the subject or a supportive panel of experts,
accuracy,
appropriateness for your learners, and
attractiveness.

The National Council for the Social Studies annually publishes lists of notable books that support social studies topics. Biographies form a natural link
to children’s creation of biographies based on interviews and collected oral
histories. To select relevant books for your thematic purpose, collect books
that offer diverse perspectives and varying reading levels. In addition to
children’s literature, the social studies curriculum lends itself to introducing
children to a variety of reference sources.
Nonfiction trade books and fiction books can frequently be used to support social studies themes. Suppose that you are developing a theme about
families. You might include the following books in your literacy center:
Dumpling Soup (Rattigan, 1992), Families Are Different (Pellegrini, 1991),
The Grandpa Days (Bios, 1989), On the Day I Was Born (Chocolate, 1995),
Who’s in a Family? (Skutch, 1995), and Fiesta (Ancona, 1995). These books
are in addition to Kids Road Atlas (n.d.), dictionaries, and encyclopedias. For
sources to include in your classroom library, meet with your librarian, and
check Hornbook (www.hbook.com), Carol Hurst Children’s Literature (http:/
/Carolhurst.com), and the National Council for the Social Studies’ annual list
of “notable trade books” to select materials for theme-based teaching, as well
as the other websites and guides listed in this chapter.
Textbooks often are a feature of the primary social studies curriculum.
They are convenient and contain information developed by experts. They are
usually keyed to state standards and represent broad topics. Children who
read the text get the same information about a topic. To use textbooks effectively,
• give a purposeful reading assignment with the certainty that the learners
can accomplish the task,
• stimulate interest in the reading by asking questions, telling incomplete
stories, and giving thumbnail sketches of the material,
• provide assistance to individuals who need help, and
• follow up the reading by using it as part of the instruction (Turner, 2004,
p. 74).
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To facilitate textbook reading, teach children the tools that successful readers
use. These skills involve
• recognition of the organization of the materials,
• boldface headings as cues for content organization,
• topic sentences that can be used when skimming the material for overview, and
• identification of the main idea and supporting details of paragraphs or
passages.
Bring meaning to the reading by
•
•
•
•

learning the vocabulary and concepts through direct experiential activities,
using glossaries and dictionaries to find meanings,
relating to personal experiences, and
recognizing the sequencing devices used by authors.

Reading for purpose means
•
•
•
•
•

setting up the purpose with questions and problems,
skimming for overall meaning,
scanning for specific information,
using the index and table of contents to find specific ideas, and
using the maps, illustrations, charts, and graphs to support understanding
of the text.

Read critically by
• recognizing author bias, as well as discrepancies, contradictions, and
missing information;
• identifying relationships among the elements—for example, cause–effect
and sequencing; and
• distinguishing opinion from fact and description from interpretation
(Turner, 2004, pp. 75–76).
The most important aspect for facilitating comprehension in reading is to be
sure that children have the vocabulary to read the material (Shanahan, 2001).
Direct teaching of vocabulary as part of making the textbook accessible to
young children is effective when
• only words central to understanding are taught,
• words are taught in context,
• prior knowledge is used to connect the new words,
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• words are taught in the rich context of the theme under study, and
• there are many exposures to the word (Cooper & Kiger, 2006; Tompkins,
2010).
Additional strategies for learning words from context consist of the following:
• Read the whole sentence and decide whether the word is critical to understanding; if not, ignore it.
• Look for base words, prefixes, and suffixes that you recognize, if the word
is important.
• Reread and try to derive the meaning from context.
• Reread when you think that you know the meaning, to be sure that it
makes sense (Cooper & Kiger, 2006).
• Use writing/publishing software—especially interactive templates that
support child writing and illustrations (Henniger, 2013).
Other techniques that assist students in learning vocabulary are word maps,
semantic feature analysis grids, Venn diagrams, and other graphic organizers. Figure 6.1 illustrates graphic organizers to elucidate the content of the
theme or area of curricular study.
In using any text materials, be wary of those books that have few words
and many ideas compacted within.

Figure 6.1.
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The extent to which any passage contains ideas that are packed densely,
sparsely, or somewhere in between is called concept loading. Concept load
contributes to the material’s readability, which is the relative ease or difficulty
of reading and gaining meaning from material. Passages in which ideas are
densely packed, and thus have a high concept load, are usually more difficult
to understand than passages with a lower concept load. (Welton, 2005, p. 183)

Other issues with textbooks include the need to be sure that children can
understand the specialized vocabulary from the text and that definitions support figurative and abstract concepts.
Textbooks can provide background information on a topic, serve as a
source to verify hypotheses that arise in class discussion, and provide definitions and illustrations that pertain to the topic (Welton, 2005, pp. 357–358).
So, if you are going to use textbooks, consider when and how they will
support the learning objectives. It is unnecessary to read the book from page
1 to the end; select the parts that meet your goals. Duplass (2011, p. 217)
recommends considering the following questions when using textbooks:
• Can a big idea or cultural literacy be developed with the content?
• Can children’s reading and interpretation skills be enhanced?
• Can other materials be used to enrich the textbook’s content (Internet, CDbased encyclopedia, etc.)?
• Can the content be made relevant to students’ lives?
In selecting materials to read for point of view, ask if
•
•
•
•
•

a variety of cultures is found in illustrations and photos,
a variety of cultures is found in the writing,
a stereotype is presented (e.g., all the women are at home cooking),
various cultural groups are represented by the main characters, and
material is written by people from various cultures.

Besides textbooks, the most often chosen material for social studies instruction is children’s literature, as discussed earlier in this chapter. Reference
materials are another valuable source of information for young children’s
work in the social studies.
Reference materials facilitate children’s investigation skills. Such materials include newspapers and magazines. These resources are particularly important when thinking about current topics. Some examples of these materials are Time for Kids (www.timeforkids.com/TFK), My Weekly Reader, Let’s
Find Out, and Scholastic News, which are now all published by one publisher
(www.weeklyreader.com). Additional reference materials are dictionaries,
video clips of television news about the community, audiotapes of historically important speeches, and calendars. Besides print media, you will want to
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include a variety of other reference material to use for investigating the social
studies. A promising use of the Internet is exploration of geography with
Google Earth (www.google.com/earth/index.html), which includes lesson
plans and other resources for teachers and young children.
Maps are important equipment for social studies. Mapmaking is an activity that involves children’s production of a map. Welton (2005) suggests that
mapmaking is a precursor to the understanding and use of maps. He suggests
that young children begin with the bird’s-eye view of objects that they map
and advance to documentation of their environment—for example, the classroom, their backyard, the playground. Mapmaking involves using symbols,
lines, and color to make representational pictures of the child’s world. The
activity also involves scale—that is, representing a large space on a small
piece of paper.
To prepare children for using scale, rulers, and other traditional mapmaking tools, you may wish to develop block structures to represent a view of
what they will map (Seefeldt & Galper, 2006). Thus, maps serve as both a
reference source for instruction and a documentation of learning. You will
want to be sure that your room includes many examples and that you use
various formats for summarizing information.
Maps in the classroom include relief maps, computer-based maps, satellite maps, wall maps, floor maps, weather maps, and globes. Try to find maps
with lots of symbols that show your community, neighborhood, and state.
Tourist maps, chamber of commerce maps, local transportation agencies,
rental car companies, and walking guides are good sources for these materials (Seefeldt & Galper, 2006). Maps support the basic geography standards
that organize geographical understanding around five themes: the world in
spatial terms, places and regions, physical systems, human systems, and
environment and society (Joint Committee on Geographic Education, 1984).
In addition to maps, using many popular pictorial methods summarizes
social studies data. Besides the paper tools in books and brochures, Google
Maps (https://maps.google.com) shows process as a tool for developing custom maps, as well as young children’s conceptual understanding. A number
of how-to blogs give suggestions for incorporating the technology in the
classroom (cf. https://sites.google.com/site/colettecassinelli/maps).
Graphs, tables, and charts are the tools that children use for summarizing
the results of their research. Timelines, including photographic timelines,
facilitate children’s ability to see events in perspective. Besides the books,
specialized reference materials, and data-gathering summary techniques,
there are two other ways that children learn about the social studies—through
guest speakers and field trips.
Guest speakers make social studies current and lively. If you invite
guests, you will need to talk with them before they appear at the classroom
door so that the goals for the presentation will meet the needs of your class.
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Ask them to bring visual aids, which may include photos, charts, maps,
pottery, jewelry, or other cultural artifacts. In addition, be sure to prepare
children for the experience. Help them identify questions to ask the speaker
and to remember ways to appreciate guest speakers with their attention,
appropriate applause, and individual or group thank-you notes written after
the event.
Field trips to the neighborhood or cultural, governmental, or business
locations are an integral part of social studies education. They require preparation beforehand and careful organization for the event itself. See the following for a checklist of what to do to prepare for these events and to be sure that
the trip is clearly linked to a curricular objective.
•
•
•
•
•
•

•
•
•
•

Visit the location first and make plans for the children’s experience.
Secure parents’ permission.
Gather volunteers, one for every two to four children, depending on age.
Prepare the children for the trip with stories, props, video clips, and pictures.
Review trip safety rules.
Prepare trip ID badges without the children’s names so that you and the
children can recognize one another but a stranger won’t use the child’s
name inappropriately.
Develop and follow a map, one for each group.
Help children see the items or activities so that they can link the experience to the curriculum.
Give clipboards to children to complete graphing or other assignments.
Take pictures (Seefeldt, Castle, & Falconer, 2014).

In addition, with an Internet connection, there are many possible virtual field
trips—Abraham Lincoln’s home, the White House, Colonial Williamsburg,
for example. The virtual field trip is just one way that multimedia supports
the social studies. Ever-increasing volumes of multimedia materials offer
research and literacy development opportunities for young children as well as
a powerful mirror for our society.
DIGITAL MEDIA
Media supports for social studies are evolving as utilization in our society
changes. Some of the more traditional items found for a long while in classrooms include audiotapes, books on tape, DVDs, live television, computers
with access to the Internet, and computer software. There are many more
possible digital solutions that serve as ways for teachers and children to
document learning, create projects, and share projects. The National Associa-
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tion for the Education of Young Children (2012) developed guidelines for
technology in the classroom. Caveats are that teachers must judge to ensure
• age-appropriate, individually appropriate, and culturally appropriate software and Internet sites;
• cognitive, problem-solving, and social skill stimulation;
• integration of the technology into the whole of the curriculum; and
• equitable access for all children.
In addition, according to the association’s guidelines, computers and tablets
should be appropriate for the child’s age and should encourage social interaction. Teachers should have screen visibility while children use the Internet
and do activities throughout the day so that the computer functions to enhance cognition in many ways.
As well as these guidelines, you will want to address the International
Society for Technology in Education’s (1998) National Educational Technology Standards (NETS) for students, which include content and processes for
computing in the curriculum. These standards, for all children, focus on the
development of
•
•
•
•
•
•

Creativity and innovation
Communication and collaboration
Research and information fluency
Critical thinking and problem solving
Digital citizenship
Technology operations and concepts

NETS are particularly applicable to the social studies curriculum, since one
of the primary goals for instruction is facilitation of problem-solving and
research skills. Instruction supports an “appreciation for the use of technology to understand, control, and change the world throughout history; use of
tools for design; and learn about technological equipment” (Bickart, Jablon,
& Dodge, 1999, p. 406; National Association for the Education of Young
Children, 2012).
Television and Video
Stories as live historical events can be sources of information for the social
studies curriculum. The medium of television and video reaches children
who may not have the capacity to read well but wish to learn more information. Video shows action and can inspire imagination to carry stories forward
or test learning hypotheses (e.g., “What would happen if?”). Programs must
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be age appropriate and, if used in the classroom, of short duration (Singer &
Singer, 2005).
Television offers the opportunity for children to learn more about other
cultural and gender roles as the stories or nonfiction media illustrate these
roles. Most children have home access to television and absorb its content
whether it is monitored by families or not (Berry & Asamen, 2012). Television programs offer the possibility of partnering with families on the themes
being explored in the classroom.
Books: Online and Print
One of many possible ways that children can use technology to gather information from prepared sources on topics of social studies, as well as a way for
children to produce their own knowledge about a topic is through podcasts,
books online, and in print. Children can read books and place them in a
classroom library for others to enjoy. One useful source for children’s books
in many languages that might be used for this purpose is the International
Children’s Digital Library (http://en.childrenslibrary.org/).
Websites and Software
A natural way to integrate technology into the classroom is to model its use
as a communication vehicle. The following lists cite examples of the kinds of
software and websites to use in preschool/primary settings. (A version of this
originally appeared in Young Children, September 2006; it is updated to the
present.)
Websites
A&E Classroom, www.aetv.com
American Presidents: Life Portraits, www.americanpresidents.org
Annenberg Classroom, www.annenbergclassroom.org
Asia Source, http://asiasociety.org/education
Awesome Library, www.awesomelibrary.org
Boston Globe’s The Big Picture, www.boston.com/bigpicture
Busy Teachers’ Network, http://busyteacher.org
Carol Hurst, Children’s Literature, http://carolhurst.com
Center for Economic Education, http://ecedweb.unomaha.edu
Center for Media Literacy, www.medialit.org
Center on Congress at Indiana University, http://congress.indiana.edu
Children’s Book Council, http://cbcbooks.org
Children’s Software Review, www.childrenssoftware.com
Council for Economic Education, www.councilforeconed.org
Digital History, www.digitalhistory.uh.edu
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Eduhound: Everything for the K–12 Educator, www.eduhound.com
epals Classroom Exchange, www.epals.com
History Channel, www.history.com
Horn Book, www.hbook.com
Kathy Schrock’s Guide to Education, http://kathyschrock.net
Kay Vanderbilt at Rutgers, http://comminfo.rutgers.edu/professional-development/childlit/ChildrenLit
Library of Congress, www.loc.gov/teachers
Make Believe Comix, www.makebeliefscomix.com
Memorial Day History, www.usmemorialday.org
Miami University Children’s Picture Book Database, www.lib.muohio.edu/pictbks
Money for Kids, http://kids.usa.gov/money/index.shtml
Museum Box, http://museumbox.e2bn.org/index.php
National Council for the Social Studies, www.ncss.org
National Gallery of Art, www.nga.gov
National Geographic, http://nationalgeographic.com
New York Times Learning Network, http://learning.blogs.nytimes.com/
Oral History Association, www.oralhistory.org
Oyate, www.oyate.org
Pilgrims, www.plimoth.org
Public Broadcasting System, http://pbs.org/teachersource
ReadWriteThink, www.readwritethink.org
RepeatAfterUs.com, http://repeatafterus.com/
Scholastic for Teachers, www.scholastic.com/home
Small Planet Communications, www.smplanet.com
Smithsonian Museum, www.si.edu
Social Studies for Kids, www.socialstudiesforkids.com
SuperKids Educational Software, http://superkids.com
Teaching Tolerance, an Internet resource of the Southern Poverty Law
Center, www.tolerance.org
Thinkfinity, www.thinkfinity.org/welcome
Time Toast, www.timetoast.com
USA Today, http://usatodayeducation.com/k12
U.S. Bureau of the Census, www.census.gov
U.S. Citizenship and Immigration Services Resources for Teachers,
www.uscis.gov/portal/site/uscis
U.S. Congress, www.congresslink.org
U.S. Department of Education, www.ed.gov
U.S. Department of Justice, www.justice.gov/usao/eousa/kidspage/index.html
U.S. Geological Survey, www.usgs.gov
Washington Post for Kids, www.washingtonpost.com/lifestyle/kidspost
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World Almanac for Kids, www.worldalmanacforkids.com
Software
Graph Club 2.0. New York: Snyder.
Kidpix Deluxe 3.0. San Francisco: Learning.
Kidspiration 3 Portland, OR: Inspiration.
Neighborhood Map Machine 2.0. New York: Snyder.
Oregon Trail. 5th ed. San Francisco: Learning.
Timeliner XE. New York: Snyder.
Technology can enhance family connections through class home pages,
Skype, blogs, and e-mail contacts. The home page can feature
•
•
•
•

calendar of classroom events,
parenting information,
homework and grading policies, and
home learning opportunities.

In addition, you will want to include appropriate software for the classroom
to facilitate knowledge and skill acquisition. Thus, when selecting software,
include a certain number of interactive software programs that are based on
drill and practice. These will support learning for children who may require
extra practice. Basic categories for software support learning across the curriculum, and guidelines for selecting software include the following (Henniger, 2013):
Storyboard—interactive templates for story creation by children
Draw/paint—interactive templates for drawing and creating art
Electronic books—computer reading to children
Writing/publishing software—interactive templates that support child
writing and illustrations
Besides thinking about classroom software, you will need to consider access
to digital media for all your learners. The tools can be used for individualization of instruction for English-language learners; interactive white boards are
particularly useful for children to use multiple languages and work together
on projects, as well as for displaying, saving, and reviewing work (Simon &
Nemeth, 2012). For young children with special needs, technology has long
been important for individual instruction.
An assistive technology tool is
any device that helps a person with a disability complete an everyday task. If
you break your leg, a remote control for the TV can be assistive technology. If
someone has poor eyesight, a pair of glasses or a magnifier is assistive technology. (Public Broadcasting System for Parents, 2013)
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Specialized tools include the language board, earphones for listening to material recorded by a teacher or paraprofessional, and so on.
Overall, the many forms of digital media offer views into the world,
opportunities for creativity, outlets for presentation, models for data keeping,
and much, much more. Social media such as YouTube, Teacher Tube, Flickr,
Facebook, Twitter, and Pinterest may also be appropriate for classroom instruction for certain projects. These avenues, in addition to the plethora of
apps for smartphones and tablets, offer the opportunity for engaging and
current activities.
VoiceThread (http://voicethread.com/products/k12/) is a tool that can be
used for individualized instruction as well as group projects. Children can
“share ideas, make comparisons, ask questions, explore, and expand their
knowledge about the topic” (Brunvand & Byrd, 2011, p. 33).
ISSUES OF EQUITY AND POWER RELATED TO MEDIA
Digital media not only offers new ways of teaching, accessing information,
and individualizing instruction, but also creates opportunities for “teaching
and learning are undergoing a wholesale transformation, made possible
through new media and technology, in how curriculum is designed and delivered and how groups of learners and instructors communicate and share
knowledge” (Chen, 2012, pp. 137–138).
If we view power in the classroom as not a zero-sum game—that is, the
teacher has it and bestows it on the children—but as a source of energy for
the learning community, then, “21st Century teaching and learning . . . [can
be viewed as] celebrating and encouraging children’s power in their learning
does not reduce the teacher’s or the school’s power to help children learn”
(McLeod, Lin, & Vasinda, 2011, pp. 53–54). Children have ecological power; they are savvy about technology. “For children living in the technological
world, the boundary between creation and consumption has become blurry.
Technology creation and consumption are integrated in their lives, their
friendships, and their sense of what is important to them” (p. 58).
“They pretend and play, research and report, consume and create on virtual platforms where they are comfortable, proficient and engaged” (McLeod,
Lin, & Vasinda, 2011, p. 58). Children have expert power. Children have
information power; they can obtain information digitally easily and quickly.
Because technology makes correction of work and revision easier, children
have intrinsic motivation—that is, power over themselves. With all these
“powers,” children are motivated to learn in classrooms where teachers share
power and incorporate digital media.
One of today’s digital divides is that between children and teachers.
“Many teachers/schools have not engaged fully with technology and its
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multiplicity of uses, let alone understand how the current generation of small
learners interacts with technology to learn. This divide may call into question
the cultural relevance of education” (Thomas & Cooter, 2011, p. 128) Adding this divide to the socioeconomic divide—that is, children living in poverty having less access to everyday technology and children going to schools in
economically disadvantaged schools having less school access to digital media—triples the potential for disadvantage to vulnerable children, unless we
employ digital media in teaching and learning in schools. Tools that can be
used for social studies with young children, according to Thomas and Cooter
(2011), are virtual manipulatives, Google Earth, and Web 2.0. Virtual manipulatives are objects moved on the screen by the child to solve a problem,
explore a phenomenon, or observe an effect. Google Earth permits children
the opportunity not only to explore their own communities but also to explore worlds far away. This exploration can lead to compare-and-contrast
activities as well as other critical thinking development. Web 2.0 applications
are those that allow users to create, collaborate, and communicate over the
Internet. Teachers and schools can develop completely private applications
or share their tools with others, as well as use those available on the web.
Examples of such tools include interactive timelines (TimeToast), comics
(Make Belief Comics, Stripcreator) and cartoons, commercially available
news websites (Boston Globe Big Picture, New York Times, Washington
Post), and those that you might create, such as digital storytelling (cf. Oral
History Project, Center for Digital Storytelling) and museum boxes (Kingsley & Brinkerhoff, 2011).
As teachers, you will try to develop multimedia literacy with the social
studies curriculum to minimize the digital divide. To do this in the best
interest of all young children, you will want to begin with a curricular map
(cf. Puerling, 2012). Where in the social studies activities does it make sense
to use photos, audio recordings, and videoconferences? Are there ways that
technology can be used to summarize and display data? Can children make
reports using available presentation technology, such as KidPix (http://
www.mackiev.com/kidpix/index.html)?
Nowhere in the curriculum are the issues of media literacy more inextricably linked to content and process goals for learning than in the social
studies.
SUMMARY
This chapter focuses on setting up the room for optimum social studies
learning, then selecting materials to support social studies instruction. First,
there are social studies experiences within the regular schedule. Afterward,
there is a focus on how to incorporate children’s literature and trade books
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into the social studies themes. Also included is a discussion of the possible
role of textbooks with guidelines for their selection, since these are often part
of the required curriculum of public school primary grades. Digital media—
their uses, limitations, and access—features a discussion of the changing
societal notions regarding technology.
ACTIVITIES IN THE FIELD
1. Visit classrooms of different age and grade levels. Sketch the room
organization. Do the rooms meet the guidelines discussed here?
2. Interview children to ask about their use of media. Which do they use
at school? At home? How does this compare with your childhood
experiences?
3. Watch a television program aimed toward teaching young children
about a social studies topic. Would the program be of value to the
early childhood social studies curriculum?
ACTIVITIES IN THE LIBRARY
1. Visit the websites suggested in this chapter. How would you use them
to teach a particular concept or topic?
2. Review several textbooks written for primary-age children. Do they
match the criteria discussed in this chapter?
3. Look at the children’s reference books available in your library. How
do these support the social studies?
STUDY QUESTIONS
1. What role does the classroom environment play in the curriculum?
2. How do learning centers support instruction in social studies?
3. How do you use textbooks and the specialized materials of the social
studies?
4. What role does children’s literature—fiction and nonfiction—play in
supporting the social studies?
5. When and how do you use multimedia in the social studies curriculum?
REFLECT AND REREAD
1. Think about the relationship of environment to instructional method
and philosophical values.
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2. Compare the issues of bias in society with instructional methodology
and materials. In which ways will you keep the principles of human
dignity and respect at the forefront as you develop curricula?
SUGGESTED READINGS
Bullard, J. (2013). Creating environments for learning: Birth to age eight (2nd ed.). Upper
Saddle River, NJ: Pearson.
This resource focuses on classroom environment, centers, as well as connecting the issues of
planning to setting.

Chalufour, I., & Worth, K. (2004). Building structures with young children. St. Paul, MN: Red
Leaf Press.
Written as one of a series on science education for young children, this practical book has much
to offer in terms of practical advice on forms of structures and activities to facilitate building
activities.

Covili, J. (2012). Going Google: Powerful tools for 21st century learning. Thousand Oaks, CA:
Corwin.
Specific to Google, this book explains clearly how to use Google Docs, Google Search, Google
Earth, as well as other useful tools. The material is tied to the National Educational Technology
Standards.

Curtis, D., & Carter, M. (2003). Designs for living and learning: Transforming early childhood
environments. St. Paul, MN: Red Leaf Press.
With this book, the authors offer a thought-provoking challenge to the way in which we have
come to set up classrooms. Throughout the eight chapters, the authors illustrate with words and
glorious full-color pictures how to set up classrooms that are not humdrum.

Curtis, D. & Carter, M. (2011). Reflecting children’s lives: A handbook for planning your
child-centered curriculum (2nd ed.). St. Paul, MN: Red Leaf Press.
The focus of this book is on the preschool years. The authors provide practical, thoughtful advice
on linking the environment, academics, and play.

Libresco, A. S., Balantic, J., & Kipling, J. C. (2011). Every book is a social studies book: How
to meet standards with picture books, K–6. Santa Barbara, CA: Libraries Unlimited.
Organized around the National Council for the Social Studies themes, this books offers suggested children’s literature to highlight social studies as well as accomplish English language arts
goals.

Puerling, B. (2012). Teaching in the digital age: Smart tools for age 3 to Grade 3. St. Paul,
MN: Redleaf Press.
This is a “must-have” for every childhood teacher’s library. The book models best curriculum
and instructional practice and links technology with QR (quick reference) codes to illustrations of
practice and conversations about technology. Convenient forms and rich, high-quality photos complete this wonderful source book for teachers seeking ways to use cameras, projectors, audio recordings, video, publication and presentation tools, and multitouch mobile devices in the classroom.
Finally, the book is accessible to the novice and the knowledgeable teacher.

Shillady, A. & Muccio, L. S. (Eds.). (2012). Spotlight on young children and technology.
Washington, DC: National Association for the Education of Young Children.
This resource shows technology in action in early childhood classrooms.
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Chapter Seven

Assessing the Accomplishment of
Learning in the Social Studies

If one advances confidently in the direction of his dreams, and endeavors to
live the life, which he has imagined, he will meet with a success unexpected in
common hours.
—Henry David Thoreau

TERMS TO KNOW
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Assessment
Benchmarks
Standards
Backward design
Observation
Curricular mapping
Portfolios
Performance assessment
Formative
Summative
Multiple data source
Anecdotal records
Rating scales
Rubrics
Authentic assessment
Checklists
Questionnaires
Criterion-referenced assessment
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•
•
•
•

Norm referenced
Mastery learning
Stakeholders
Align
OVERVIEW

Teachers engage in assessment activities most often for instructional planning and to judge whether individuals and the class as a whole have met the
objectives for the theme, unit, or year. Other reasons to assess young children
include student placement and for accountability to diverse publics—children, parents, administrators, and community. Thus, assessment is a process
of data gathering for the purpose of making judgments about student
progress and deciding what to do next in the teaching–learning process. For
the social studies, this means keeping track of not only the content of the
field but also the critical thinking and social skills that are an inherent part of
the curriculum.
FOCUS QUESTIONS
1. How do you decide what to teach, how much time to spend on the
topic, and when it is learned? Where do the social studies fit?
2. When and how can you involve the children in choosing learning
goals and assessing progress?
3. What role do parents play in the assessment process?
4. How do you demonstrate respect for the parental perspective?
5. Which assessment strategy can you use for getting the information
that you need?
6. How do you incorporate standardized measures in the assessment process?
7. What do stakeholders want to know, and how do you tell them?
USING ASSESSMENT FOR GOAL SETTING
All classroom-based assessment begins with reflection on educational purpose. What is the goal for learning? What skills, attitudes, and values will be
instilled? What does learning look like? How will you know that children
have accomplished the expectations? To begin, then, look at the 10 social
studies themes described by the National Council for the Social Studies
(1994, 2010) and discussed earlier. While the themes and benchmarks—
descriptors of expected learning components related to a particular goal—
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described here begin with kindergarten, the themes are broad enough to
provide inspiration for overall preschool goals as well.
Use these benchmarks in combination with philosophical statements,
overall child development aspirations, and particular curricular mandates
from organizations—for example, Head Start—for the “big picture” of a
teaching–learning agenda. Of course, in the primary years, you will derive
classroom goals from the state standards—statements written in behavioral
terms with exemplars that delineate component parts of individual standards.
These standards are still broad statements that you must translate for day-today instruction. Because of the emphasis on accountability, teachers today
are often required to use state or national professional goals established by
learned societies or by state governments to prescribe content for instruction
in the primary grades.
In addition to the state standards for social studies, in the primary grades,
teachers are responsible for addressing the Common Core (2012) standards.
“These standards define the knowledge and skills students should have within their K–12 education careers so that they will graduate high school able to
succeed in entry-level, credit-bearing academic college courses and in workforce training programs.” At present, the standards articulated include those
for English language arts and mathematics. Progress toward meeting the
goals will be assessed beginning in 2014.
Social studies lessons can contribute to the accomplishment of students’
progress in English language arts, since the standards are focused on developing students who are independent, have strong content knowledge, think
critically, and use technology competently. Finally, standards focus on the
development of understandings and perspectives of diverse cultures, which is
of course a key component of social studies curricular content. Similarly, the
mathematics standards address the importance of critical thinking, using data
precisely, as well as the capacity to summarize and interpret concepts in
tables and graphs effectively and efficiently.
Once you have reviewed the program philosophy, standards, and benchmarks, you have the end points for lessons from the curricular standpoint; the
next step is to consider where the learners are with regard to the background
knowledge and skills required to build new learning. This approach to instruction is called backward design. Choose the target goal or objective;
specify the evidence required to accomplish the goal; plan the activities; and
assess the progress of achievement (Wiggins & McTighe, 2001, 2012).
The fundamental technique for gathering this information is observation:
a planned, systematic look at the children in general and in particular as they
perform in the classroom. Observation requires documentation. It is more
than “looking”; it requires note taking against objectives. That is, you want to
know, for example, who in your class can work cooperatively with others,
who can take a leadership role in a group, who has a good sense of ways to
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summarize information, and who is creative in thinking about ways to report
results of group efforts.
You can watch the small groups in action and take notes about the process
of each group, or you can watch the groups and complete a checklist that you
have made in advance for the criteria that are important. Armed with this
information, you can make plans for the next lesson and for individualization
for learners and keep records of progress (cf. Fiore, 2012; Mindes, 2011).
A practical way to gather all the pieces is through a process called curricular mapping, a schematic representation of a theme or program. Figure 7.1
shows an example of this summary approach for a theme on pioneers to be
implemented in a third-grade classroom.
Attention to individual differences is an important aspect of the planning
process. Through a review of results of screening assessment conducted before enrollment and initial observation of the children in your class, you have
a picture of who they are as individuals. Who needs structure to sit in large
group activities? Whose speech is just a bit unclear? Who reads, writes, or
computes at an advanced level? Who works in small groups easily? Who
needs more structure in small group activities? Who is learning English?
With all these pictures in mind, you plan activities and assessment procedures that will support the children with disabilities, the English learners, and
others with temporary issues (e.g., absent due to chicken pox) or long-term
special needs.
Observation
Focused attention to individuals is the most basic foundation of all assessment. As teachers, you continue to observe how children interact with peers
and with the materials placed in learning centers, with projects, and with the
various worksheets that may be a part of the social studies curriculum. You
observe with purpose, objectivity, specificity, and directness, by writing
anecdotal notes or completing checklists or other data-keeping devices.
As well as watching children at work, you ask questions and observe the
responses of children in large as well as small group situations that you
monitor for productivity and task progress. You interview children and guide
them to reflect on their work. Besides watching the children, you collect your
notes, checklists, and rating scales, preserving these formative assessments
for the summative reports that you prepare at regularly scheduled reporting
times.
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These observational records, work products, and checklists inform you and
individual learners about progress toward the social studies goals for the
term; they serve as formative judgments of work in process and offer clues to
what remains to be learned or gaps in knowledge, skills and dispositions
related to the social studies. Besides using the formative observations and
documents to inform teaching and learning, some of the artifacts or work
products serve as documentation for learning and may be collected in portfolios.
Portfolios allow all stakeholders—child, teacher, family, and school or
center—to assess individual learning over time, if artifacts (child work samples) are added regularly. A review of the portfolio can show what progress
an individual child is making toward meeting social studies outcomes. By
reviewing all portfolios, you can assess the curriculum and make necessary
adjustments for the teaching and learning process.
Observational data may be summarized on paper or, more promising in
today’s times, through the use of mobile technology, which allows you to
type your notes while observing, to be shared with your document recordkeeping system, as well as immediately with families through e-mail or
social media websites (cf. Parnell & Bartlett, 2012).
With the ready access to digital media today, you can consider using
video as a way to document learning. The images can be reviewed with
young children to problem-solve alternate ways to complete tasks and interact with peers. The images can be shared with families and other stakeholders to show authentic learning in action (cf. Edelman, 2011).
Questions
As teachers, you may take questions for granted. However, as an assessment
technique for knowing what children know and can do and as a method for
promoting thinking and facilitating individual and group learning progress,
questioning and questions are activities that must be planned. “Effective
questioning encourages students’ discovery of new interests and increases
awareness of the potential of ideas and concepts; promotes deeper thinking
about ideas, concepts, and beliefs; and creates a safe climate for diverse
perspectives in the classroom discussions” (Fusco, 2012, p. 1).
Thus, in planning lessons, the social studies questions are an important
assessment tool. What documentation do you need for literal understanding?
For example, Chicago is a city; New York is a state and a city; the United
States is a country; and communities are defined in various ways. What kinds
of questions will promote inferential thinking for young children? If the city
reduces garbage collection to 4 days per week rather than 7, what will the
effect be on families? If the U.S. Post Office stops delivery of mail on
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Saturday, what might happen to business customers who depend on mail
delivery for orders? What kinds of questions will you include in lessons and
in your overall learning plan for a topic or unit that will lead children to
reflect on their learning and make connections across lessons and subject
areas?
You will want to be sure that you offer questions that assess capacity to
recognize facts and information, analyze situations and issues, and evaluate
processes and solutions. Types of questions to think about include those that
require children to compare and contrast, clarify, evaluate change, express a
point of view, or express feelings (Fusco, 2012)—for example, “We are
concluding our study of our home state of Iowa. What do we know about the
economic properties of Iowa? How has farming shifted as an industry? How
can we show this information to others? What charts and presentations might
we make?”
In addition to thinking about questions for the whole class as a way to
measure understanding, you will want to become familiar with techniques
that can be used to facilitate the learning of children with special needs. You
may need to turn around a question. That is, when you see that a child is
puzzled, give a statement of the issue, followed by a restated question. You
may ask for similarities and differences, taking a known concept, idea, or
situation and asking for the comparison to the new (Small, 2012). For particular puzzling situations for young children who are presenting some learning
problems, dynamic assessment may be a useful technique. This specialized
technique calls for you to use “a set of distinct approaches characterized by
support or teaching that is guided, planned and deliberate” (Losardo & Syverson, 2011, p. 145) in a one-to-one situation. Through the interview/teaching situation, you will track among other things an individual child’s attention and motivation, approach to materials, response to feedback, reaction to
challenges, self-evaluation and corrections, and impediments (p. 170). This
technique forms the basis of a scaffolding plan for individualization of instruction.
In sum, in planning lessons, you will want to have a range of questions
throughout the lessons, decide which answers require documentation, build a
climate in your classroom for listening, and promote respect for individuals
as the questioning happens throughout the day.
WAYS TO INVOLVE CHILDREN IN ASSESSMENT
One of the ways to empower children in their own learning and to show them
how to monitor their accomplishments is to design activities that have embedded assessment strategies. This approach sets the stage for young children
to be assessors of their own learning, promoting a lifelong habit of invest-
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ment in and control of their own learning. This self-assessment habit, which
leads to a commitment for revision, requires that you, as teacher, value the
approach, teach children how to self-assess, share your rubric for a quality
product or process, and assist them in improving their work by scaffolding
the task for success (Andrade, 2007–2008).
Rubrics are the criteria that you create to judge the success of a particular
learning activity. For young children, rubrics should be brief, contain specific
criteria (so that children can achieve the task), include pictures (including
simple pictures), and set clear learning targets (cf. Kingore, 2007). They
serve to inform the learner of what is expected and to guide the learner to the
successful completion of a learning activity.
Rubrics can be a simple list or a performance delineation, as well as
holistic or analytical. Rubrics may be developed ahead of time by the teacher
or in collaboration with the children (Quinlan, 2011). For example, you
might say, “How will we know that our presentation on rivers in our state is
effective? What are the ways that we can show a good display of our knowledge?” Activities that you can use to promote and document learning include
the following.
Posters
These documents developed by the teacher or students offer self-checking
mechanisms for young children as they monitor their behavior, project work,
or academic tasks.
Example. Create with the children a poster that illustrates how state
governments help us or the chart in the textbox.
When We Work Cooperatively
1.
2.
3.
4.

We list respectfully to our friends in class.
We ask clarifying questions to understand our friends’ views.
We help each other.
We let our friends choose how to show knowledge.

Stories
When children write or tell stories about a concept, you know not only
whether they have the concept of story but also whether they understand the
concept.
Example. Children tell stories about how pioneer children used toys such
as jump ropes and games such as “Red Rover, Red Rover.”
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Captions
Writing or dictating a caption for a cartoon or picture shows comprehension
of the topic at hand.
Example. “Babies Can Eat, Sleep, and Play . . .”
Editorials
Writing or dictating an editorial about a social issue shows a grasp of the
complexity of a problem studies.
Example. “The Chicago Transit Authority should maintain the bus schedule so that people can go to work. In addition, the bus keeps our city from
becoming polluted with car exhaust.”
Charts
Make charts to show timelines of events or illustrate a sequence of events or
issues. Such charts offer opportunities for children to display their knowledge and understanding about the issue.
Example. A sequence showing what happens to money when it goes to
the bank.
Maps
Making maps to illustrate geographical understanding or using a map to
describe understandings offers a concrete way to document child knowledge.
Example. “I can draw a map that shows how I get to school.”
Visual and the Performing Arts
Permitting students to create posters, murals, and plays to document knowledge offers a holistic approach to showing the accomplishment of learning
goals.
Example. A mural showing how people in our class work.
Oral Presentations
Require children to organize their thoughts that show understandings without
necessarily the requirement of writing to document learning.
Example. “I can tell you why it is important not to talk to strangers.”
Journals
Give children the opportunity to reflect on learning after the activity is over.
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Example. “When we went to the pioneer house, I saw how tiny the rooms
were, but I remembered that pioneers had few tools and materials to make
houses.”
Letters and E-Mail
Writing to real or fictional individuals about a concept or topic gives children
an opportunity to show comprehension.
Example. “Dear Thomas Edison, if I were inventing the light bulb today, I
would . . .”
Essays
Offering children an opportunity to write point-of-view or position statements at the upper primary level gives them a way to show comprehensive
understanding of a topic.
Example. “We should have lettuce every day in the school lunch room
because . . .”
Discussion
Through participation in small and large group–focused conversations, debates, and dialogues about an issue or topic, you can see what children know
and understand.
Example. “Our school would be a better place if we . . .”
Questions
Responses to oral and written questions are often used to assess fact knowledge. Students can write these as well.
Example. “What medicines did pioneers use when they got sick?”
PowerPoint Presentations
Children in the primary grades can begin to organize these kinds of presentations to document knowledge.
Example. “This chart shows how many people like to eat the three kinds
of apples that we tasted.”
All these activities are holistic in orientation and reflect a constructivist approach to instruction. These activities involve children in assessing their
progress and allow them to communicate their progress to others, building
the capacity for deeper understanding of the social studies, as well as a sense
of empowerment as a learner.
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To use the activities as part of an assessment plan for a thematic study,
you will need to think about the benchmarks that show successful accomplishment of assignment goals. To document learning, you will need to develop rubrics —descriptions of the criteria that show whether the product is
adequate or whether the process has been accomplished. Usually a rubric
gives descriptions for a range of accomplishment: not at all, adequately,
exemplary. Children can be involved in the development of rubrics once they
understand the process and their function.
RUBRIC DEVELOPMENT
In developing rubrics, the first step is to identify qualities for the product or
process, cluster the attributes, think about the weight of the attributes, and
refine the draft. Then the learner or the teacher uses the rubric to self-assess,
peer assess, or assess all the children in a particular class. Rubrics make the
performance expectations explicit for activities and thus form part of the
backbone of authentic assessment—evaluation strategies that are similar or
identical to those routinely performed by children.
For example, children describe their families (who lives with them) and
identify the kinds of families (extended, nuclear, single parent) within their
community as part of the theme on families. At the conclusion of the study,
each child draws a representation of a family and can tell the teacher why the
drawing is a family—demonstrating comprehension of the concept. This
authentic assessment is often called performance assessment, a strategy that
demands the learner to show the evaluator that a learning task can be completed. For example, as part of the conclusion of a study of “grocery store,”
students could show the teacher which products belong in the categories of
produce, canned goods, meats, and so forth.
Performance assessment includes criteria and rubrics for scoring a task.
Used at the beginning of a theme, you can design a task to assess what
children already know. For example, for a study of money, you might ask the
following questions: “What is your experience with money? Do you have a
bank, banking account?” Then, in a learning center, you could ask the children to match coins, order them in terms of value, and identify which ones
will be needed to purchase a box of cereal or loaf of bread.
Some children may be able to bring “money” experiences from other
countries; the children could compare and contrast the ways that money is
used in our country and in those other countries that they have visited. The
questions and the tasks should match the age of the children and the goals of
instruction. The rubric to accompany the learning center assignment might be
as follows:
Coins are matched—with accuracy, with some mistakes, or not at all
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Coins are ordered—consecutively, with some mistakes, or not at all
Purchases are shown—with appropriate coins, with some mistakes, or
not at all
Coins are ordered according to country—with accuracy, with some mistakes, or not at all
These tasks are authentic, with a real purpose and audience. Performance
assessment allows learners to show the integration of content and skills. Such
tasks permit the learner to show disciplined inquiry. Thus, they must be
designed with academic rigor, explicit standards, and scoring criteria. Ideally, such tasks include requirements for elaborate communication, display
various levels of thinking, and call for reflection. These tasks are designed to
include self-assessment and peer assessment.
As authentic measures, they permit the learner to be flexible in content,
strategies, and products displayed or performed. Examples include acting out
a play to show an understanding of pioneer life, conducting an election to
demonstrate knowledge of voting, or writing a poem to illustrate comprehension of the concept of patriotism. As part of an overall system for assessment
and at the beginning of the development for a yearly plan of instruction, you
should consider authentic ways to summarize student learning. One method
that permits the display of learning holistically is the portfolio—a purposeful
collection of learning products organized to show learning progress.
Portfolios are used for a variety of purposes: working, a collection of
works in progress organized by the learner; or display, a summative demonstration of accomplishment at the conclusion of a theme or the year. Whatever the purpose, the teacher or learner must first create the purpose of the
collection of material and identify the required evidence to show learning.
The learning products displayed must include the scoring rubrics. Finally, the
portfolio must be organized.
Thus, a portfolio is more than a laundry basket of materials collected
periodically. The portfolio is a focused selection of products that show learning progress according to learning goals and objectives. Examples of materials to include in portfolios include self-portrait, work samples, anecdotal
notes, and curriculum checklists showing child progress, child reflections,
and videos of group projects.
Children’s self-reflection about their learning is a basic part of a holistic
approach to social studies learning, a skill that must be guided by teachers,
and a product that is often included in portfolios. So, you must decide how to
document the words that children use to reflect their knowledge, skills, and
feelings. Documentation can be collected by the teacher who handwrites,
records on iPad, collects by audio or video device, or permits the child to
enter reflections using technology (Helm, Beneke, & Steinheimer, 2007).
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Besides child, teacher, and principal (or director), another major stakeholder (one who has vested interest in the outcome of assessment) is the
family, who can view the portfolio to see how the integrated learning approach works as well as to gather information about the child’s knowledge,
skills, and attitudes shown in the portfolio. In sharing the portfolio with
families, it is a good idea to think ahead of time how the information will be
shared.
So, you will want to be prepared to use the social studies artifacts to
illustrate growth and strengths, any concerns that you may have about acquisition of social studies knowledge and skills, as well as overall developmental progress. This is a time when you will want to plan with families to
address any learning issues and identify the next steps in the social studies
curriculum (Helm, Beneke, & Steinheimer, 2007). It is in this way that you
continue to reinforce the partnership nature of family and teacher in facilitating growth and learning development.
FAMILIES AS PART OF THE ASSESSMENT PROCESS
At the beginning of the year or at the time of enrollment, families contribute
a valuable perspective about their children as learners. Through interviews,
questionnaires, or screening activities, teachers learn about the life of Arnold
before second grade—he and his family have moved five times—and about
Marianne, who began reading before kindergarten. As well, the parent’s
perspective helps the preschool teacher know that Glenn had limited experience with other children before enrolling in a program for 3-year-olds.
This background information helps you know what special needs the
various children in your class may have. It helps you see the learners as
people with familial, cultural backgrounds, and learning interests and styles.
When developing the interview or questionnaire, you must know something
about the people in your community and plan a sensitive, respectful way to
approach parents.
Respecting family perspective includes beginning a conversation about
non-school-related tasks to develop a sense of the personal about the learners
within your classroom. Some questions to consider include the following
(Berger & Riojas-Cortez, 2012, p. 133; Venn & Jahn, 2004, p. 185):
•
•
•
•
•
•

What is unique about your family?
Do you have a family hobby or special interest?
What does your family do for fun?
What activity, food, or event is the most motivating for your child?
What do you like to read about?
What is your favorite family movie?
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• How would you like to be involved at school—in your child’s classroom,
the Parent–Teacher Association, or committees?
• What are your goals for your child?
• Which activities does your child talk about at home?
• Which activities seem to stimulate your child’s intellectual growth?
• Does your child have any special talents (e.g., playing violin)?
• How does your child show self-confidence?
• How does our school schedule match your work schedule?
• What is the best time of the day for you to come to school for a brief visit?
Once you begin the conversation, you can have some success at encouraging
parents’ ongoing involvement in their children’s learning. Such involvement
promotes overall school success. Factors that encourage family involvement
include the following (cf. Gestwicki, 2012):
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Fulfillment of basic needs
Home–school communication
Recognition of family differences
Home-based focus
Schoolwide goals
Multiple methods of involvement
Recognition
Children as recruiters
Inclusion of significant adults
Collaboration among families
Child care provisions

Thus, if you pay attention to these issues related to families, you have begun
on the right foot for a successful learning partnership in the best interests of
the learners in your class.
Once the year is underway and you are beginning to think about reporting
progress to families, you will want to gather photos of young children at
work by themselves or in collaborative projects, as well as samples of products that each has produced. These products and exhibits will augment the
checklists and anecdotal notes that you collect systematically. Whether you
are setting goals with families, establishing goals for the year, or thinking
through the day-to-day assessment issues, you need to select the process for
assessment that aligns—that is, matches method of assessment to purpose—
with your curricular expectation.
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CHOOSING AN ASSESSMENT METHOD TO
FIT THE PURPOSE OF LEARNING
Once you have identified or developed learning goals and objectives for a
specified period—week, month, quarter, semester, or year—and planned the
activities to carry out these goals, you will need to select a method to assess
progress. There are varieties of techniques that offer the potential for assessing and record keeping. Growing out of observation—the basic method for
collecting information about children and learning in early childhood—are
techniques that help you focus the observation, recording, and summarization
for the assessment focus. These include the following:
Anecdotal records—brief notes of events that document a child’s play
preference, ability to focus in a large group, ability to work in a group,
and so on. These notes should include the date, description of the
context, and an objective recording of a child’s behavior.
Rating scales—require the assessor to judge the quality of the child’s
performance on a particular task. Scales often are three points: skill
emerging, developing, and exemplary. Sometimes the qualitative differences in performance are more effectively leveled in five points:
emerging, developing, nearly proficient, proficient, and exemplary.
Checklists—offer a way to keep track of learning skills by predetermining
or listing the skills for a period of time or subject of study.
Questionnaires—often used as a preassessment activity to show what
learners already know about a topic.
Criterion-referenced assessment—refers to comparing the learner against
a predetermined list of skills, concepts, or practices. Often, these criteria are drawn from state or local standards, subject matter guides,
texts, or commercially prepared assessment instruments. All learners
are expected to meet the established criteria to demonstrate learning of
the subject or skill. This assessment method often is combined with an
approach to teaching called mastery learning, an approach to teaching
and learning that requires reteaching of concepts and skills until all
learners can perform at the expected level.
Formative assessment—the kind of evaluation that you and the learner
conduct while work on a project is in process. For example, if the class
is studying the neighborhood and planning a map or mural as the final
documentation for learning, the learners and you, as teacher, will view
the progress of the map to be sure that it has the necessary pieces
required by the end rubric.
Thus, if the cardinal map directions are required to be displayed with accuracy, you can ask questions to see whether the group knows that this is an
important element of the map—say, “How will I know whether Maple Ave-
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nue goes north and south?” By providing the rubric ahead of time, the learners can engage in daily reflection on progress, show with graphic organizers
the elements of a map (comparing the work in progress to this organizer),
complete a checklist, or in other ways check to be sure that they are on target
for the final rubric.
This kind of assessment involves learners in thinking about their progress
and gives them guidance and assurance as they progress toward the final
project. It also offers guidance to teachers on just who in the class is “getting
it” and who will need additional one-to-one instruction or perhaps an alternative final product.
Summative assessment is the end judgment for a term or unit. At the
primary level, this judgment may be a letter grade or a progress report. The
judgment represents the end point of assessment; that is, this judgment describes what an individual child knows in toto about families, state, neighborhood, recycling, or other social studies topic. It is the summation of the
teacher’s judgment about children’s progress at a point in time.
Besides all the classroom-based assessment techniques that you will
choose as you plan learning activities, you will need to be a good consumer
of standardized assessment measures designed to compare the performance
of children on a topic, concept, or skill. Teachers see these measures most
frequently as the achievement tests used to measure learning progress at third
grade. Other standardized measures commonly used by school psychologists,
speech therapists, and specialists in learning disabilities include intelligence
tests, language and speech measures, and individualized achievement tests.
In preschool settings, commonly used standardized measures are screening instruments—assessment activities or structured observations that show a
brief look at each learner on learning domain or curricular activities.
Screened at the beginning of the school year or at a time when progress
questions emerge, young children are quickly reviewed. Most children pass
through the screen, and only a few may be referred for a more in-depth
examination of learning progress. Since these instruments focus “on the big
picture” of the developing child or emerging curricular understandings, the
results will only link holistically to instructional planning.
Any screening measures that identify progress with social–emotional development may be useful for thinking about classroom organization or individualized modifications to support learners with special needs. While
screening procedures are most often associated with preschool assessment,
instruments can be used at any grade level to gather high points or brief
views of children’s strengths, developmentally or instructionally. However,
when teaching in the primary grades, you will most often encounter standardized achievement tests, particularly in third grade. Beginning in 2001, federal
legislation (the No Child Left Behind Act) required nationwide assessment of
progress in reading and mathematics.
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States could also elect to assess achievement in other subject areas. States
developed or chose achievement tests to gather this data. Since 2011, states
have had more flexibility in planning for achievement testing, and many have
opted for variation in the regular, standardized assessment (U.S. Department
of Education, 2011).
Forty-five states have adopted the Common Core State Standards for
English language arts and mathematics (Common Core, 2012). States have
the option to assess Common Core standards with a newly designed assessment system beginning in 2014.
The Partnership for Assessment of Readiness for College and Careers
(PARCC) is a consortium of 23 states plus the U.S. Virgin Islands working
together to develop a common set of K–12 assessments in English and math
anchored in what it takes to be ready for college and careers. These new K–12
assessments will build a pathway to college and career readiness by the end of
high school, mark students’ progress toward this goal from 3rd grade up, and
provide teachers with timely information to inform instruction and provide
student support. (PARCC, 2012)

Smarter Balanced is
a state-led consortium working to develop next-generation assessments that
accurately measure student progress toward college- and career-readiness.
Smarter Balanced is one of two multistate consortia awarded funding from the
U.S. Department of Education in 2010 to develop an assessment system
aligned to the Common Core State Standards (CCSS) by the 2014–15 school
year. (www.smarterbalanced.org/about/)

STANDARDIZED MEASURES IN THE PROCESS
Standardized measures are norm referenced in that they compare children’s
performances. Usually, the comparison is based on a national sample of
children so that an individual child’s performance can be described as typical
or atypical for 3-year-olds. At third grade, children are compared for reading,
mathematics, social studies, or other standards and judged to be at, below, or
above the expected performance for third graders. These standardized measures are best used for program evaluation and curriculum modification based
on results for whole-class profiles.
For example, if the third graders do not perform well on items relating to
reading and interpreting maps and charts, the teachers might review the
curricular emphasis placed on these skills and either increase attention to the
skills or choose alternate ways to involve children in learning these skills.
Standardized measures should never be used to make high-stakes decisions—that is, decisions that will change the course of a child’s life, such as
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retention in grade or denial of attendance even though age ready (American
Educational Research Association, 2000; National Association for the Education of Young Children, 2003).
As the Common Core State Standards are implemented, student achievement on them will be assessed. At present, there are two consortia who are
developing the measures to be used beginning in 2014. Smarter Balanced
will be used in 30 states and PARCC in 25 states. The development of the
summative assessment schemes is in process. A recent study indicated
that PARCC and Smarter Balanced summative assessments are likely to represent important goals for deeper learning, particularly those related to mastering
and being able to apply core academic content and cognitive strategies related
to complex thinking, communication, and problem solving. At the same time,
the report points to the technical, fiscal, and political challenges that the consortia face in bringing their plans to fruition. (Herman & Linn, 2013)

REPORTING TO STAKEHOLDERS
Once teachers gather the evidence about the progress of learning, various
others in the educational arena expect reports of learning. To a certain extent,
the nature of the expected report varies by the age of the child, the program
philosophy, and any legal requirements for reporting. As you plan the year of
assessment activities for your curriculum, you will want to include several of
the following reporting methods.
Informal conferences with students—occur as a usual and customary part
of the school day. At the conclusion of a theme or project, such conferences offer teacher and student an opportunity to agree on accomplishments and next steps.
Family conferences—typically scheduled at the beginning of an enrollment period and at regular intervals: quarterly or midyear and end of
year. At these times, parents have an opportunity to raise learning
concerns, share developmental progress or concerns, and learn how
the family might contribute to the development of the child. Portfolios
are often important artifacts used in this family conference process.
Report cards—can become an important part of a child’s permanent educational history. Sometimes these reports are narrative in structure.
Narratives are written by teachers to show progress in predetermined
developmental or subject areas. Increasingly, narrative reports are
eliminated in favor of more “objective” reports that show a child’s
progress compared to criteria or standards. At the preschool level,
these may be developmental checklists showing the skills of children
on cognitive, physical, and social–emotional scales. In addition, there
may be a place for teachers to write brief comments about the child’s
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progress. At the primary level, the checklists usually focus on academic subjects, where progress is noted according to criteria or by assigned grades.
Grades—arbitrary letters or numbers that represent a summary judgment
of children’s learning. They give little specific information about
learning status. In some primary grades, you may be required to use
grades. If so, you should plan to supplement this judgment with illustrations of each child’s understandings and skills.
SUMMARY
This chapter describes the assessment cycle that applies to curriculum and
instruction. Thus, starting with the “What shall be taught?” to “How shall the
accomplishment of learning be measured or documented?” the processes and
issues related to assessment in social studies and social learning are delineated. In addition, there is a focus on specific techniques for assessment. Family
involvement as part of the assessment plan is highlighted. Reporting to families as well as other stakeholders is described as part of a holistic assessment
process. Finally, a link is drawn between classroom assessment and standardized assessment.
ACTIVITIES IN THE FIELD
1. Visit historical sites and museums in your community. Learn about the
resources that they have for teachers. Share with your colleagues.
2. Collect maps of your state and local communities. Compare these to
maps found for the historical periods that you plan to teach.
3. If possible, watch children as they are assessed for Child Find or
screening and at high-stakes assessment times. Compare these experiences to daily life in the classroom assessment activities.
ACTIVITIES IN THE LIBRARY
1. Go to the What Works Clearinghouse (www.whatworks.ed.gov). Examine the standards across the nation. Think about how you might
implement these standards while preserving a constructivist approach
to learning.
2. Using a search engine such as Google, type in a topic that you are
responsible for teaching. Identify authentic assessment methods embedded in the lesson plans and resource sites that you discover.
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STUDY QUESTIONS
1. How should teachers plan lessons that incorporate standards, use a
contructivist approach to teaching, and embed assessment?
2. How can you incorporate holistic assessment activities into teaching?
3. How should rubrics be developed? How can you involve children?
4. What are some ways to incorporate authentic assessment in lessons?
5. What are appropriate artifacts to include in portfolios to document
child learning?
6. How can parents contribute to the assessment process?
7. How do you match the assessment method to the lesson and recordkeeping tasks?
8. Where do standardized tests fit in the early childhood picture?
9. What is the responsibility of teachers in using assessment as part of
reporting to stakeholders?
REFLECT AND REREAD
1. How does assessment of children support the development of curriculum?
2. How do children evolve in their abilities to evaluate their own performance?
SUGGESTED READINGS
Chapman, C. (2011). Differentiated assessment strategies: One tool doesn’t fit everyone (2nd
ed.). Thousand Oaks, CA: Corwin.
This book has practical examples that are described in this chapter.

Ditchmiller, M. L. (2011). The power of assessment: Transforming teaching and learning.
Washington, DC: Teaching Strategies.
A basic overview of ways to link teaching and assessment.

Helms, J. H., Beneke, S., & Steinheimer, K. (2007). Windows on learning: Documenting young
children’s work (2nd ed.). New York: Teachers College.
Techniques that apply to the project approach to learning.

Johnson, D. W., & Johnson, R. T. (2003). Assessing students in groups. Thousand Oaks, CA:
Corwin.
Practical ways to assess the effectiveness of collaboration.

Mindes, G. (2011). Assessing young children (4th ed). Englewood Cliffs, NJ: Prentice Hall/
Merrill.
Addresses theory and provides illustrations of appropriate practice for prospective teachers. It
approaches assessment as an integral part of the teaching–learning process.
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Chapter Eight

Social Studies as Curriculum Anchor

As Mankind becomes more liberal, they will be more apt to allow that all those
who conduct themselves as worthy members of the community are equally
entitled to the protections of civil government. I hope ever to see America
among the foremost nations of justice and liberality.
—George Washington (1789)

TERMS TO KNOW
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Big ideas
Higher-order thinking
Scope and sequence
Project-based learning
Thematic strands of the social studies
Graphic organizer
Common good
OVERVIEW

This chapter places social studies at the center of curricular planning—the
anchor for integration across content areas. Since the study of social studies
is both content and process, there is an opportunity to implement the “big
ideas” of social studies using the problem-solving strategies and investigation techniques from the social sciences to foster critical thinking. Big ideas
are the enduring or significant questions that, when implemented, foster
higher-order thinking—thinking that demands connection of concepts, skills,
and dispositions.
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Excerpts of content learning standards for mathematics, science, and language arts illustrate the broad connectors for integrated learning projects.
This chapter includes examples of thematic instructional units for preschool
and primary experiences. In addition, there are illustrations of contemporary
topics and themes, as well as sources for remaining professionally current in
topic selection.
FOCUS QUESTIONS
1. What is the history of social studies education as a curriculum integrator?
2. How do you use inquiry-based questions effectively in preschool?
3. How do you use the developmental scope and sequence of social
studies in concert with the child inquiry questions to develop units?
APPLYING THE TRADITIONS OF SOCIAL STUDIES
The social studies tradition of holistic instruction (cf. Maxim, 2013) continues to the present day with the scope (usual grade level) and sequence (the
order and extent of content) for the social studies in elementary school,
defined as follows (National Council for the Social Studies [NCSS], 1984,
pp. 376–385):
Kindergarten—awareness of self in social setting
First grade—the individual in school and family life
Second grade—the neighborhood
Third grade—sharing the earth with others in the community
Textbooks and state standards for the primary grades focus on this developmental sequence of topics and interests, as well as other broad themes. Preschool programs often explore these topics as well. At each level of exploration, the depth and breadth of topic can expand. In addition, modern classrooms, preschool and primary, often go beyond the traditional to explore big
ideas of our time.
THE PRESCHOOL YEARS
Before elementary school, in the preschool years, the content focus of social
studies relies on the concepts of self-understanding with activities to support
the development of self-control, feelings of confidence, and an awareness of
growing physical and intellectual competence. Common activities include
reading and discussing books about self. Example activities are shown as
follows.
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“Who Am I?” Activities
Answering the phone at home:
•
•
•
•

Who answers?
What is the greeting?
What information can you give to unknown persons?
What do you say to the caller when parents, caregiver, or siblings are
busy?

Discuss some scenarios for survey researcher, telemarketer, charity solicitation, Parent–Teacher Association president, or other unknown adult. Ask
children to share their experiences with phone answering. Ask them to identify good strategies for phone answering. This activity promotes responsibility and an assessment of self-responsibility and the limits of responsibility
(e.g., hanging up the phone is always an option).
Expand the discussion to other situations where children must exercise
judgment and demonstrate self-confidence. Suggested books to extend the
activity include the following (Mindes & Donovan, 2001):
Bemelmans, L. (2000). Madeline’s rescue. East Rutherford, NJ: Viking Jr.
Loomis, C., & Poydar, N. (1994). At the mall. New York: Scholastic.

Other ways to explore the theme “Who am I?” include using children’s
literature to investigate personal character trait vocabulary for self-exploration. One book that works well to begin this exploration is Brown Bear,
Brown Bear (Martin, 1994, Twinsburg, OH: K&M International). Say to the
class, emphasizing the repeated phrase, “I see a . . . looking at me.” Ask
children to think about traits that describe them. Then hold a mirror before
each child and repeat, “Mirror, mirror what do you see?” A child says, “I see
a caring, kind, responsible [boy or girl] looking at me.” This activity can be
done individually or in small groups.
Other identity characteristics can be included: “strong,” “athletic,” “demure,” “leader.” Follow-up activities include self-portraits, charts to describe
the characteristics of the class, and graphs that summarize the numbers of
children possessing particular traits. Suggested books to extend the activity
include the following:
Albrough, J. (1990). Beaky. Boston: Houghton Mifflin.
Carle, E. (1998). The mixed-up chameleon. Scranton, PA: HarperCollins.

The following is a list of suggested books to use in preschool settings to
advance this learning and develop self-concept and self-efficacy.
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Alexander, M. (1973). When the new baby comes, I’m moving out. East Rutherford, NJ: Dial.
Bailey, B., & Burdock, L. A. (2004). Shubert’s big voice. Oviedo, FL: Loving Guidance.
Boynton, S. (1983). A is for angry. New York: Workman.
Brighton, C. (1984). My hand, my world. New York: Macmillan.
Bunting, E., & Meddaugh, S. (1996). No nap. Boston: Houghton Mifflin.
Carle, E. (1986). The grouchy ladybug. New York: HarperCollins.
Carlson, N. (1988). I like me. East Rutherford, NJ: Puffin.
Cooney, N. (1981). The blanket that had to go. East Rutherford, NJ: Putnam.
Cosby, B. (1997). The meanest thing to say. New York: Scholastic.
Emberly, E., & Miranda, A. (1997). Glad monster, sad monster: A book about feelings. New
York: Little, Brown.
Henkes, K. (1986). A weekend with Wendell. Scranton, PA: Morrow.
Hoban, L. (1985). Arthur’s loose tooth. Scranton, PA: Harper & Row.
Hutchins, P. (1983). You’ll soon grow into them, Titch. Fairfield, NJ: Greenwillow.
Jonas, A. (1991). When you were a baby. Fairfield, NJ: Greenwillow.
Lionni, L. (1960). Inch by inch. New York: HarperCollins.
Miller, K. (2000). Did my first mother love me? Chicago: Independent.
Norac, C. (2004). My daddy is a giant. East Rutherford, NJ: Clarion.
Parker, S. (1994). How the body works. Toronto, Canada: Kindersley.
Rukhsans, K. (2005). Silly chicken. London: Viking.
Thomas, J. R. (1991). The wish card ran out! New York: HarperCollins.
van Dordt, E., & Westerink, G. (1998). Am I really that different? Edinburgh: Floris.
Wiseman, B. (1991). Morris goes to school. New York: HarperCollins.
Wojciechowski, S. (2005). Beany and the Meany. Cambridge, MA: Candlewick.
Zolotow, C. (1963). The quarrelling book. Scranton, PA: Harper & Row.

In addition, the preschool social studies curricular content explores group
living and develops understandings of self in family and “school” environments. Examples of classroom community activities are presented here,
along with selected children’s literature to support these themes.
BEST FRIENDS AT PRESCHOOL
At the beginning of the school year, start a discussion with young children to
think about how friends care for each other (e.g., help button coat, smile
across the room, and wait to speak while someone else is talking). Then,
think about rude behavior. “What does it look like? Why does it hurt? Why
can’t we be rude in class?” Extend this activity by planning a skit that shows
the class that cares for the community of learners. Suggested books to extend
the activity include the following (Mindes & Donovan, 2001):
Baer, E. (1992). This is the way we go to school. New York: Scholastic.
Bunnett, R. (1995). Friends at school. Long Island City, NY: Star Bright.
Testa, M. (1994). Thumbs up, Rico! Morton Grove, IL: Whitman.

WHO CAN HELP?
Gather students on the rug. Show the class the Yellow Pages in print or
online.
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If you want help with a pet, who do you see? If we need help with a leaky
faucet, who do you call? How do you know where to look for this information?
Now, let’s think about who can help at school. If we have questions about
lunch menus, who do we call? If we want to know when spring vacation
begins, who do we ask? If we want to read a book on trucks, who can help?

Then, help the children make a “School Yellow Pages” with pictures taken
by the children and labels prepared by teachers. Give each child a yellow
page that he or she can use to hold pictures taken by friends or teachers that
shows how one can help in the class community. Suggested books to extend
this activity include the following (Mindes & Donovan, 2001):
Anholt, C., & Anholt, L. (1992). All about you. Anchorage, AK: Viking.
Kasza, K. (2000). Don’t laugh, Joe. East Rutherford, NJ: Putnam Juvenile.
Rathmann, P. (1993). Ruby the copycat. New York: Scholastic.

Typical Preschool Social Studies Themes
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Who am I?
Who is my family?
How does my family play?
What work does my family do?
How does my family celebrate?
What are my family traditions?
What pets live in my house? Where do I live?
What kinds of houses are in my neighborhood?
How do we get around?
How do we make a class community?
Where does our food come from?

The content is drawn from child curiosities and implemented with strategies
that foster inquiry- and project-based learning—teachers and children investigate topics from multiple perspectives (cf. Katz, Chard, & Kogan, 2013). In
this approach, teachers construct activities with children that enhance development of self-understanding by engaging children in hands-on, child-chosen topics. The strategies employed foster investigatory skills when the questions are derived from child curiosity.
Finally the approach promotes cooperative learning and enhanced appreciation of cultural diversity in the community of the classroom with activities
structured to scaffold children’s budding group work skills. Some examples
of significant questions that preschoolers can investigate are presented in
Table 8.1.
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Table 8.1. Child Queries and Related Social Studies Themes
Child Query

Social Studies Theme

Where do groceries come from?

Production, distribution, and
consumption

How do people travel to work?

Science, technology, and society

What kind of structures do we live in?

People, places, and environments

Who lives in my house?

Culture; individual development and
identity

How do we care for pets?

People, places, and environments

What is justice in the classroom?

Power, authority, and governance

What kind of TV did Grandma/Grandpa
watch?

Science, technology, and society

These questions are associated with the thematic strands within social studies, or organizing categories derived from the social sciences as developed by
the NCSS (2010). Ten broad themes of the social studies include the following: culture; time, continuity, and change; people, places, and environments;
individual development and identity; individuals, groups, and institutions;
power, authority, and governance; production, distribution, and consumption; science, technology, and society; global connections; and civic ideals
and practices.
In studying the content of these themes, the implementation of the processes of social studies consists of the disciplines of anthropology, archaeology, economics, geography, history, law, philosophy, political science,
psychology, religion, and sociology as their traditional foci (NCSS, 2010).
Thus, using the underlying concepts from social science, teachers draw content broadly from the 10 themes and use the inquiry-based processes to foster
curiosity, problem-solving skills, and appreciation of investigation to solve
classroom questions and school issues as well as to investigate neighborhood
and community problems with the goal of enhancing understanding along
with civic awareness and pride. Therefore, broadly defined, the social studies
in preschool include the disparate but intertwined content of the following:
• Social learning in young children and self-concept development, including
character development
• Academic content of social studies based on the 10 themes
• Classroom community development
• Foundational understandings for civic engagement
As content and process, the social studies focus on a whole-child orientation.
The social studies build from social interactions and child-constructed mean-
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ing. These studies help children acquire the required academic material proposed by states and, ultimately, the Common Core State Standards
(www.corestandards.org).
Finally, by beginning with the knowledge, skills, and dispositions of the
children in particular classes, teachers reinforce an inextricable link among
family, culture, and community while facilitating the learning of social studies. As young children explore themes, teachers make transparent the understandings about all the different kinds of families, their cultures, and the
community context. That is, teachers consciously link the understandings
gleaned from one theme to the next. Families have cultural beliefs, customs,
and artifacts; the community is made up of people and families from diverse
backgrounds.
In the section that follows, see an example of how to use a social studies
tool to explore children’s questions linking to reading. The assumption behind the material is that the teacher and the children are interested in developing understandings about maps that they will use throughout the year.
Presumably, such investigation folds into other investigations that the class
made about self, family, and school.
Specifically, the following section illustrates how a teacher tries to be
responsive to children’s interests, as well as responsive to the demands for
compliance with state standards. Thus, the teacher thinks about children’s
interest in maps and the state standards and begins a thematic unit of study by
reading a book about maps.
THEMATIC UNIT: MAPS
Ms. Dritz and her students were interested in beginning to learn about maps. 1
The class read My Map Book (Fanelli, 1995) as a starting point. Ms. Dritz
wanted to select and create activities that would build on students’ desire to
accumulate knowledge of maps and the geographical ideas that can be included in such a unit. Objectives are selected from standards set by the
Illinois State Board of Education; namely, IL Goal 17 of social science states
that children should “understand world geography and the effects of geography on society.” 2 To reach this goal Ms. Dritz chooses an activity that introduces students to geography.
The benchmarks include “locating objects and places in familiar environments” and “expressing beginning geographic thinking.” Ms. Dritz wanted a
well-rounded unit, so she reviewed the objectives for all developmental domains. For physical development and health, she referred to IL Goal 16,
wherein the benchmarks include “engaging in active play using gross motor
skills” and “engaging in activity play using fine motor skills.” She also
addresses the domain of fine arts by incorporating IL Goal 26: “through
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creating and performing, understand how works of art are produced.” She
includes activities that meet the benchmarks of “participating in dance, drama, music, and visual arts.” Through other activities, she will incorporate IL
Goal 25’s benchmark of the student’s ability to “describe or respond to their
own creative work or the creative work of others.”
Objectives for social–emotional development will be to meet IL Goal 31,
“developing an awareness of personal identity and positive self concept.”
Objectives for the language arts domain will address the benchmarks under
IL Goal 1, which will give the children an “understanding that pictures and
symbols have meaning and that print carries a message.”
By planning activities that compare distance and location through maps,
the class will be addressing the mathematics developmental domain. Under
IL Goal 7, the activities offer opportunities to achieve “a beginning understanding of measurement using non-standard units and measurement words.”
The science domain IL Goal 12 facilitates children’s progress toward the
goal of “understanding the fundamental concepts, principles, and interconnections of the life, physical and earth/space sciences.”
Thus, Ms. Dritz has incorporated children’s interest and planned activities
to support state goals. This illustration shows how a teacher uses state goals
to plan an integrated curriculum. While the goals are in transition and changing, the principle of using goals to plan remains unchanged.
Activity
To introduce the unit, Ms. Dritz uses My Map Book (Fanelli, 1995). She
chose to begin the theme with this book because she believes that it is
important to start at a “self” level with the children to capture their interest in
the topic at hand. My Map Book supports this strategy by starting with what
the children already know and can relate to their personal lives. The book
contains a series of maps that look like children’s drawings. This makes the
book uniquely appealing to the children. It offers a map of a heart, for
example, which will help place feeling into a map and trigger development of
self in the social–emotional domain.
It also includes a map of a tummy, which can cover a science objective,
because it gives a child a look into how food travels to the stomach. So, after
reading the book, Ms. Dritz will assist children in identifying the following:
“What do you know about maps? What do you want to learn?” At the conclusion of the investigation, the children will document what they have learned.
This graphic organizer—“Know, Want to Know, Learned” (Table 8.2)—
assists both teacher and children as the investigation advances.
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Table 8.2. Maps
Know

Want to Know

Learned

Maps are pictures of
places.
Maps show locations of
things in a place.
Maps show you how to go
places.

How to draw maps?
Where to find ready-made
maps?
How people use maps?

Will be completed at the
end of the investigation

In the next planning example, Ms. Hudzik outlines a thematic unit on community helpers. This topic is required by the child care agency where she
teaches. Look at the planning grid to see how the principles of constructivist
teaching are incorporated even though the topic originates from the teacher
(Table 8.3).
THEMATIC UNIT: COMMUNITY HELPERS
Objectives and Goals
Objective—to learn who is very important in our community, such as
firefighters and doctors, or even a mayor. The children learn what
their responsibility is for the community. 3
Learning goal—to develop an awareness of goals of leaders in their environment.
Learning goal—to “participate in voting as a way of making choices” (IL
Goal 14).
Skills and Concepts That the Children Will Develop
Ideally, the students will grasp a serious concept about what a community is
and what it entails. Also, the students should be able to have an understanding of what kind of people make up the community and how they help. The
students should have some understanding of how a community works and
how it is run (e.g., by voting).
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Table 8.3
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Materials Needed
Books
Brown, M. W. (1993). The little fireman. New York: HarperCollins.
Crews, D. (1983). School bus. New York: HarperCollins.
Kalman, B. (1998). Community helpers from A to Z. New York: Crabtree.
Liebman, D. (2002). I want to be a doctor. Toronto: Firefly.

Active-Play Toys
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Doctor’s coat, stethoscope, thermometer, and so on
Fire department ladder and firefighter’s hat and coat
Letters and envelopes, mailbag, and mailbox
Bread, fruits (dried and fresh), spoons, poster boards, and stickers
Extra books for library revolving around the community
Latches Fire Truck computer game, toy cars, and stop signs
Toy construction vehicles, popsicle sticks, triangular pieces of paper, and
paint
• Larger pieces of paper, bus cutout sheets, and crayons
Evaluation
Observe, such as with the blocks or with the dramatic play tools to see if
children understand stop signs. Look at their artistic creations, and listen to
their comments about the books read and activities done, such as with the fire
truck and walk through the community.
The planning examples represent beginning teachers’ explorations using
children’s curiosity and learning goals. Note that the teachers are thinking
through the process and developing plans that are multidimensional, incorporating various academic content areas. The teachers are thinking through
project planning. As the plans are implemented, changes and new plans will
be made in response to children’s progress. In the next section are examples
of the planning process in the primary years.
THE PRIMARY YEARS
Using the aforementioned scope and sequence of the NCSS (2010), most
state curricula and available child texts draw attention to the broad themes of
self in kindergarten, family in first grade, neighborhood in second grade, and
community in third grade. However, teachers and young children often explore other big ideas, such as
• How do inventors change lives?
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How do people get money?
What does the rainforest contribute to global environment?
How do immigrants come to Nebraska?
Who makes the clothes we wear?
Where does the trash go?

Through the exploration of these big ideas, the social studies offer a structure
for broad theme-based content. Content organized around a topic offers
multiple entry points and significant opportunities for investigation, represents a training ground for students to acquire problem-solving skills, and
provides a laboratory for the development and elaboration of interpersonal
coping skills and strategies.
“The primary purpose of social studies is to help young people develop
the ability to make informed and reasoned decisions for the public good as
citizens of a culturally diverse, democratic society in an interdependent
world” (NCSS, 2010, p. 3). Accordingly, children develop a sense of civic
responsibility through the exploration of rich, thematic studies. As well, children use and elaborate other information-gathering and concept-formation
aptitudes by applying subject matter knowledge, skills, and dispositions from
other subject matter concentrations—reading, mathematics, science, and the
arts.
Using these themes as starting points, children and teachers form hypotheses, gather data, summarize, and make conclusions. Finally, children organize and present the data. Not only are children using the skills of the social
scientists in these investigations and learning about civic engagement, but
they are also reading, managing, and displaying data. The strategies for instruction in the social studies include individual investigations in the library,
in the field, on the Internet, and through interviewing, small group collaboration, and large group discussions.
Examples of these techniques are shown in the sample thematic units as
well as throughout this text. Through use of social studies themes, teachers
integrate the seemingly distinct goals into meaningful investigations. Using a
developmentally appropriate practice model (Copple & Bredekamp, 2009),
teachers can develop the natural social studies curriculum. Caveats for thematic curriculum include attention to the following (Katz, Chard, & Kogan,
2013):
• Build on what children already know.
• Develop concepts and processes of social studies, rather than focus on
isolated facts.
• Provide hands-on activities.
• Use the content and processes relevantly throughout the year.
• Capitalize on child interest.
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Developed in this way, the curricula of social studies use big ideas to connect
with children and facilitate their increased understanding of their relevant
social world.
With the current public focus on patriotism and the symbolism of nationalism and democracy, children in first grade became curious about symbols
of democracy in the United States. In the next section is an example of a 2week study created to begin the exploration.
EXAMPLES OF GOOD PRACTICE IN ACTION
Sometimes teachers must meet the expectation of school districts or charter
school boards to address specific topics. One such topic might be that of
patriotism. In the following sections, see the materials that teachers might
use to develop a theme for patriotism for first grade. This theme could include discussion and exploration of the symbols of the United States.
Exactly what the symbols of the United States are in the current environment is the subject of the thematic issue of Social Studies and the Young
Learner (2013), which explores the range of ideas from children and teachers, as well as several teaching techniques.
In the following example, the teacher may use traditional notions of symbols in compliance with a school’s required curriculum. Note the children’s
literature and websites collected to begin this investigation of the theme.
Books Used for Instruction
A is for America. (2001). D. Scillian. Ann Arbor, MI: Sleeping Bear Press.
America the beautiful. (2003). K. Bates & W. Minor (Illus.). New York: Putnam Juvenile.
Flags of the world. (2003). W. D. Crampton & William Crampton. Tulsa, OK: Usborne Books.
Pinky promise: A book about telling the truth. (2004). Vanita Braver. Washington, DC: Child
& Family Press.
Pledge of Allegiance. (2001). New York: Scholastic.
Red, white and blue: The story of the American flag. (1998). John Herman. East Rutherford,
NJ: Putnam.
So you want to be president. (2000). Judith St. George. New York: Penguin.
The Statue of Liberty. (2001). Lloyd G. Douglas. New York: Scholastic.
The story of the White House. (1992). Kate Waters. New York: Scholastic.
Young George Washington: America’s first president. (1997). Andrew Woods. Mahwah, NJ:
Troll Books.

Books Used for Independent Investigation
Benny’s flag. (2003). Phyllis Krasilovsky. Lanham, MD: Rinehart.
Betsy Ross. (1998). Alexandra Wallner. New York: Holiday House.
A flag for all. (2003). Larry Dane Brimner and Christine Trip. Danbury, CT: Children’s Press.
The flag maker. (2004). Susan Campbell Bartoletti and Claire A. Nivola. Boston: Houghton
Mifflin.
George Washington’s breakfast. (1998). Jean Fritz. New York: Putnam.
George Washington’s socks. (1993). Elvira Woodruff. New York: Scholastic.
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George Washington’s teeth. (2003). Deborah Chandra and Madeleine Comora. Gordonsville,
VA: Farrar, Strauss & Giroux.
If you grew up with George Washington. (1993). Ruth Belov Gross. New York: Scholastic.
I know about flags. (1995). Chris Jaeggi and Meyer Seltzer Chicago: Rand McNally.
I wonder why countries fly flags and other questions about people and places. (1995). Claude
Steele. Helena, MT: Kingfisher.
Magic Treehouse 22: Revolutionary War on Wednesday. (2000). Mary Pope Osbourne. New
York: Random House.
Meet George Washington. (2001). Joan Heilbroner. New York: Random House.
Meet our flag, Old Glory. (2004). April Jones Prince and Joan Paley. Collingdale, PA: DIANE.
Red, white, and blue. (2002). Laurie Knowlton. Dallas: Pelican.
Take the lead, George Washington. ( 2005). Judith St. George. East Rutherford, NJ: Philomel.
The Pledge of Allegiance. (2000). F. Bellamy. New York: Scholastic.
What freedom means to me. (2004). Heather French Henry. Woodland Hills, CA: Cubbie Blue.

Technology/Links
For Teachers
American Memory Project of the Library of Congress, http://memory.loc.gov/ammem/index.html
History of the Flag of the United States of America, www.usflag.org/history.html
History: Statue of Liberty, www.nps.gov/stli/index.htm
Internet 4 Teachers, www.internet4classrooms.com/skills_1st_social.htm
The Story of the Pledge of Allegiance, www.ushistory.org/documents/pledge.htm

For Students
The Democracy Project, http://pbskids.org/democracy/
If I Were President, a Scholastic online activity, www.scholastic.com/teachers/activity/if-youwere-president-scholastic-news-online-activity

Another example of a thematic investigation is the often-state-required exploration of community. Contrast the following third-grade plan with the
earlier investigation of community with four- and five-year-olds. See how
the level of sophistication for the starting points has evolved. That is, thirdgrade teachers can count on the knowledge acquired in the years before and
facilitate a deeper understanding of the underlying concepts of community.
Chicago—How Did Significant Events, Landmarks, and
Individuals Contribute to the History of Chicago?
Core Thematic Questions
•
•
•
•
•

How did Chicago start? 4
How did Chicago grow?
Who were the important people in Chicago?
What were the important events in Chicago?
How did people live in Chicago long ago compared to today?
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• Where in Chicago did people live?
• How did the Chicago fire affect life in Chicago?
Learning Goals
• Students will understand events, trends, individuals, and movements shaping the history of Chicago and the United States.
• Students will be able to describe and discuss the history and significant
landmarks and individuals of Chicago.
Weekly Unit Statements
Weeks 1–3. How did Chicago start? What events and conditions brought
about industry, trade, and transportation? Incorporate the use of a timeline to
illustrate this progression. Give a chronological history of events and individuals, specifically including trade, industry, and transportation in the shaping
of Chicago.
Weeks 4–5. Students will understand how pioneers and immigrants
shaped the cultural landscape of Chicago and its effects on current ethnicities.
Week 6. Students will be aware of how the expansion from Chicago to the
suburbs took place through increased transportation and the need for more
space. Focus will be placed on economic opportunities, businesses, and small
towns and farming communities and their transformation into suburbs because of growth. Using a map of metro Chicago, mark the small towns of
Gurnee, Mundelein, Warrenville, Aurora, Morris, and Manteno; identify the
Interstate routes near these towns, showing the links to Chicago. Then, using
the Yellow Pages or other references, mark the shopping centers that are near
these communities. Discuss the shopping center as evidence of shrinking
farmland. Assign small groups of children to visit the websites for these
communities and collect the histories. Suggest that children use census data
(www.census.gov) to plot on a graph the growth of each community. Each
group can then prepare a community report through the decades.
Examples of Lesson Plans for the Chicago Unit
Area of focus. Art.
Overall goal: Students will choose what they like best about living in
Chicago and do a pictorial scrapbook.
Specific objective: Students will look at pictures of Chicago in magazines,
on the Internet, and so on, to choose what they like best about Chicago. They will then use those pictures to create a pictorial scrapbook
entitled “My Chicago.”
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Area of focus. Language arts.
Overall goal: Students will learn what a biography is and how to choose
and research persons to write their own biographies.
Specific objective: Students will use the six characteristics of a biography
to choose their subjects and begin research to write biographies.
Warm-up activity: Questions to whole class: “Has anyone every watched
the show Biography? Can you tell me what a biography is?”
Write the definition of biography on the chalkboard: “A written account of
someone’s life.” Ask students to discuss what this means. Have students
name some people from Chicago’s history that they could do biographies on.
What could they include in the biography? Some answers would be important dates in the figure’s life, significant events that took place in his or her
life (or in Chicago’s history), and valuable contributions.
Today we’re going to learn the six characteristics of a biography. We have
been talking a lot about the history of Chicago and have touched on some
important people. Now we’re going to take a closer look at these important
Chicago people. You are each going to choose an important person from
Chicago’s history and write a biography about that person. Later this week,
you’re going to perform research and on Friday, we’re going to share our
biographies as a class. You are each going to do a short presentation about the
person you have chosen to write a biography about.

Instructional core. Develop and pass out the “Characteristics of a Biography” diagram, the “Brainstorming Ideas for a Biography,” and the “Chicago
People of Interest” sheets. Redirect the students’ attention up to the board
where the definition of biography is written. I’m choosing to focus on Michael Jordan for the sake of discussion, because I think students will relate
well to a sports figure. So I will walk through the six characteristics of a
biography using Michael Jordan.
1. Michael Jordan is a real person.
2. He is an athlete. He grew up in North Carolina. He’s done a lot of
product endorsements. He wrote a book. He now owns a basketball
team.
3. He was most famous in the early 1990s when the Bulls won their
championships. You don’t hear as much about him anymore.
4. He brought the Chicago Bulls three consecutive World Championships, twice; he also played for the Chicago White Sox minor league
team, briefly.
5. Does he donate any of the money from his endorsements? This is
where your research comes in.
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6. Michael Jordan is an amazing athlete who made history in Chicago
sports.
This will demonstrate to the students how they are to begin construction of
their biographies, but this is only the beginning. They need to ask specific
questions to construct their biographies. These questions will show them
where they need to do more research and what they want to focus on. To
reinforce this, it might be helpful to project a transparency of the diagram to
students as you walk through this exercise. Now, direct the students to the
“Brainstorming Ideas for a Biography” worksheet.
Based on what we’ve just talked about, I want you to start thinking about who
you want to do your biography on. Use the “Brainstorming” worksheet to help
you. I will be walking around to help you individually. Feel free to browse the
books I have up here to see what’s available for research. You may also use
the Internet to start conducting research once you have chosen your topic.

Area of focus. Science—particularly the importance of a strong foundation in skyscrapers.
Overall goal: Illustrate the importance of a strong foundation in skyscrapers.
Specific objective: By building a tower using newspaper, students will
demonstrate and understand how to use the foundation to distribute
the load against forces of nature—gravity, small air pockets, and so
on.
Materials (per group of two): Two unfolded sheets of newspaper, ruler,
hand wipes for cleanup.
Warm-up activity: Questions to whole class:
We’ve been talking a lot about the downtown area of Chicago. As you know,
we have quite a few very tall skyscrapers. Think about how much those buildings weigh. How much do you think the Willis Tower weighs? The correct
answer is 445,000,000 pounds. What about the John Hancock Center? It’s not
quite as tall as the Willis Tower, but both buildings are constructed of steel.
How much do you think the John Hancock building weighs? The correct
answer is 384,000,000 pounds. Now, how is it possible for 445,000,000 or
384,000,000 pounds to stand without collapsing? Today we’re going to talk
about the foundation of buildings, and we will do a little experiment to see
how doing different things with the foundation keeps a building from falling
down.

Instructional core. “We’re going to start by watching a segment of video to
help you understand foundation. Then, I’m going to separate you into groups
of two, and you will work on an experiment to see how a foundation works.”
Show a video on skyscrapers, such as Chicago Skyscrapers 1871–1934 by
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Thomas Leslie (www.youtube.com) or We Built This City: New York Skyscraper (www.discoverychannel.com) to explain the basic forces acting on a
tower and the importance of foundations. See also Historic Centre San Gimigano World Heritage Centre of 56 (www.whc.unesco.org).
After the video, move the television out of the way and direct the students
to the front of the room. “We’re going to do an experiment, but first I need
you to look up here.” Hold up an index card and announce that you want to
stand it up on a table. Ask kids if they think you can do this. They will
probably laugh and say no. Stand the card up on one edge so that it falls over.
Ask the students, “Is there anything I can do to make this card stand up?
Brainstorm all the ways you can alter the paper to make it stand up.” Kids
may suggest changing the shape of the paper by folding it, curving it into a
column, or tearing the bottom to make “feet.” Some things to reinforce:
1. Pleating or rolling paper can increase its stiffness.
2. By crumpling, folding, and otherwise reshaping the flimsy flat sheets
and by forming a wide base, kids can make the newspaper stand up.
3. Many forces are at work on towers: Gravity and the dead load of the
tower push down; the ground pushes back up; and small air movements push from the side. A foundation distributes the load into the
surrounding ground material and can help balance the sideways wind
force.
4. The size of the foundation depends on the strength of the supporting
ground. A foundation placed in rock can be smaller than a foundation
placed in sand or mud.
“Now, please get with your buddy to do our experiment.” If someone is
missing a buddy, he or she can join another group. “I’m passing out two
sheets of newspaper, and I need you to take out your rulers” (have extras in
case students don’t have theirs).
Here’s the challenge: getting the newspaper to stand up without using tape,
staples, glue, or other materials. But you can bend, fold, or tear the paper itself.
Once you and your partner have constructed your newspaper tower, we’ll
measure them to see how tall they are. It is okay to look at what other groups
are doing—this is not a competition; I want you to learn from one another.

I will walk around and see how students are doing during the experiment to
check that they are cooperating and working together. I will also check that
they are demonstrating the concepts outlined in the video. As groups finish
and measure their towers, I will walk around and take a group tour of the
results. Ask:
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• “What forces are affecting these towers?” Use one tower as a model to
point out that gravity and the dead load of the tower are pushing down, the
surface is pushing back up, and small air movements are adding forces
from the side.
• “What different solutions did you come up with to counteract these
forces? What is similar about the taller structures?” Encourage kids to
point out creative uses of shapes, fastening techniques, wide bases, and
other solutions to balancing and stiffening their towers.
As shown, this topic can incorporate activities for all areas of the curriculum—reading, writing, mathematics, science, and the arts. For, in the process
of “doing” social studies, young children inquiring about the big ideas utilize
the tools and concepts of other subject areas. Starting with children’s literature often leads to sparking children’s curiosity, which promotes critical
thinking.
BRIDGES TO THE REST OF THE CURRICULUM
At the beginning of the investigation of a social studies question, children
and teacher will frequently use a graphic organizer (see Table 8.2) to represent their present knowledge. In this way, both text and symbol serve to
arrange concepts and thus outline what is known and what might be learned.
For example, answer the question “How do people in our city travel?”
In further investigating this topic, children graph information about the
ways that their parents and teachers commute to work. They graph the ways
that they go to buy groceries, take vacations, and so on. Some additional
relevant mathematics standards used to investigate this and other questions
follow.
In prekindergarten through grade 2, all students should do the following
(National Council for Teachers of Mathematics, “Principles and Standards
for School Mathematics,” http://standards.nctm.org).
1. Formulate questions that can be addressed with data and collect, organize,
and display relevant data to answer them:
• Pose questions and gather data about themselves and their surroundings;
• Sort and classify objects according to their attributes and organize data
about the objects;
• Represent data using concrete objects, pictures, and graphs.
2. Select and use appropriate statistical methods to analyze data:
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• Describe parts of the data and the set of data as a whole to determine what
the data show.
3. Develop and evaluate inferences and predictions that are based on data:
• Discuss events related to students’ experiences as likely or unlikely.
4. Understand and apply basic concepts of probability.
As they investigate the topic, the children and teachers might look at the
ways that grandparents traveled and think about the ways that people might
travel in the future. These investigations might bridge to a question of how
societies use energy. The social studies aspect of this question links to the
“common good” as well as the needs of the society through the investigation
of this topic. To begin the investigation, ask children to interview grandparents or other older adults with questions such as the following:
“When you were little, where did you live?”
“How did you get to school?”
“Where did your friends live? How did you visit them?”
“How did you go to see relatives for holidays?”
“Did you always live in the same place?”
“How old were you when you learned to drive? Where did you go?”
“Did you ever ride a bus? School bus? Subway? The ‘El’? Boat?”
“Did you ever travel on a train? Fly on a plane? When?”
Then, collect the interview data and make a class summary using graphs and
charts. Follow up with discussions of the history of the development of
interstates. Then, collect news stories about oil production, trends in car
manufacturing, and availability of public transportation. Link this conversation to the common good. The following are suggested sources for these
investigations.
Current Events
The Learning Network of the New York Times, http://learning.blogs.nytimes.com/
Time for Kids, www.timeforkids.com
Weekly Reader, www.weeklyreader.com

Books
Baylor, B. (1983). The best town in the world. New York: Simon & Schuster.
Castor, H. (1993). Trucks. Tulsa, OK: Usborne.
Crews, D. (1989). Flying. New York: Mulberry-Greenwillow.
Crews, D. (1993). Freight train. New York: Mulberry.
Crews, D. (1980). Truck. New York: Greenwillow Books.
Egan, T. (1995). Chestnut cove. Boston: Houghton Mifflin.
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Heap, C. (1998). The DK book of trains. Pasadena, CA: DK.
Hoban, T. (1971). I can read signs. New York: Greenwillow.
Jacobson, K. (1995). My New York. New York: Little Brown.
Johnstone, M. (1994). Cars. New York: Dorling Kindersley.
Siebert, D. (1986). Truck song. New York: Harper & Row.
Williams, M. (2003). Don’t let the pigeon drive the bus. Boston: Hyperion Books for Children.
Zelinsky, P. O. (1990). The wheels on the bus. New York: Putnam.

RESOURCES FOR HOLISTIC TEACHING OF SOCIAL STUDIES
In the examples of units, you see how teacher candidates worked to provide
rich experiences for learning the content and processes of social studies, as
well as links to other areas of the curriculum. Many such examples are
available to you as teachers in journal articles and on the Internet. A sampling of these ideas for units or bridges to building units are shown in the
following excerpts:
Stewart and Marshall (2009): Studying social justice through children’s
literature—the concepts described by these authors can easily be integrated into Black History Month, on topics of personal heritage, or
through a discussion of the 1960s or civil rights history.
Fehn and Heckart (2013): Using desktop software such as iMovie, the
authors show how third graders can investigate and document their
knowledge of slavery and civil rights issues.
Henning and Bell (2011): As part of a community services study with
second graders, the authors led the students on a webquest.
Mulrey, Ackerman, and Howson (2012): For kindergarteners, the authors
incorporated lessons on governance at the national level. The activities
were associated with current events—namely, the presidential election.
Milliken (2012): To stimulate an awareness of culture around the globe,
the author uses the book Talking Walls, by Margy Burns Knight, to
explore famous walls around the world. Activities include writing and
drawing, as well as geography and data collection. The activities could
serve to launch a community investigation of the history of walls in
your town.
Bentley (2012): A preschool teacher leads children on walks in New York
City and brings the social studies back to the classroom. She shows
how the current events can be developed to facilitate critical thinking
with rich examples from practice.
Gregor and Green (2011): The topic of immigration is a current event
with rich historical connections to our past that is accessible to young
children through family history and through children’s literature. The
authors show how connections are made with children’s books, and
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they provide many sources for doing so, as well as websites for additional investigations.
Barnes, Johnson, and Neff (2010): First graders grapple with the concept
of budget and economics through scenario building. In the illustrated
lessons, the authors show how to facilitate critical thinking, reading,
writing, data interpretation, and drama with these lessons on economics.
Chessin, Moore, and Theobald (2011): In April, often there are interdisciplinary units that celebrate Earth Day and launch recycling campaigns.
The authors show how the recycling project sparked service learning
for a whole school. In addition, the study promoted civic learning.
In each of these examples, teachers work with children’s interests, with standards, and with curricular expectations for critical thinking to build an anchor
for the curriculum, as well as to promote knowledge, skill, and disposition
for the acquisition of social studies in each child’s repertoire.
EXAMPLES OF LINKING SOCIAL STUDIES PLANNING TO
COMMON CORE STATE STANDARDS
Dr. Barbara Radner, director of the Polk Brothers Center for Urban Education at DePaul University (2013), shows teachers in Chicago how to integrate
the social studies into planning that links the English language arts Common
Core State Standards to weekly practice (see the K–2 social studies planner
in Figure 8.1).
In Figures 8.2–8.4, see how teachers can plan and implement literacy
benchmarks as well as guide children in representing their understandings in
an organized way, through picture meaning, word builder, and picture word
bank.
With these tools, teachers can accomplish important literacy objectives
within the topical social studies big questions.
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Figure 8.4.

SUMMARY
In this chapter, the discussion begins with highlights of the purposes of social
studies in the early childhood curriculum with a focus on using the content
and processes as an anchor for planning the thematic studies of instruction.
Using the techniques of project-based instruction or integrated learning,
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teachers can accomplish the goals of social studies as well as accomplish the
requirements for the development of literacy, mathematic skills and concepts, and scientific problem solving.
Examples of work that teacher candidates explored for use with young
children are included. Note that these examples were developed using state
standards, NCSS themes, and knowledge of child interests at diverse ages.
These planning efforts are a pragmatic attempt to employ a constructivist
perspective while utilizing child care agency and school district mandates. In
addition to the unit examples, sources for contemporary units and bridges to
units are highlighted.
IMPLICATIONS AND CONCLUSIONS
Social studies as a discipline brings important content—development of self
in the social world, appreciation for civic responsibility—and processes that
foster lifelong learning. Planning for the inclusion of social studies contents
and processes creates an opportunity for teachers and young children to
appreciate the rich, diverse social context in family, school, and community
settings. The processes of teaching and learning in social studies include all
the various data-gathering, information-processing, and data-presentation
skills, knowledge, and dispositions that shape school success and develop
citizenship.
ACTIVITIES IN THE FIELD
1. Visit a preschool classroom and a primary classroom. Look at the
schedules for the days. Notice whether social studies appears in the list
of planned activities. If so, ask the teacher how the planning happens
for social studies. If not, using your observations, sketch some ideas
for incorporating the social studies on that day.
2. In situations where you have access to young children, choose some
“big ideas” to ask the children about. Include concepts such as democracy, justice, discrimination, and civic engagement. Notice how you
explain the concepts and what the children have to say in the dialogue.
Develop an outline of a plan to engage children in further dialogue and
investigation of the big ideas.
ACTIVITIES IN THE LIBRARY
1. Read several issues of Social Studies and the Young Learner. Collect
ideas for thematic unit development as well as suggested ways to
incorporate the processes of social studies.
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2. Read several issues of The Horn Book. Collect an annotated bibliography of possible children’s books to use in thematic units that you
might develop for a particular or broad range of ages.
STUDY QUESTIONS
1. What is the history of the best way to teach social studies?
2. How do the NCSS’s 10 themes and the scope and sequence of the
NCSS give support to developmentally appropriate practice?
3. How are the processes of social studies similar to the objectives for
other content areas—for example, literacy, math, science?
4. What are some ways to begin to think about teaching social studies?
5. Why are the social studies an important content area for young children?
REFLECT AND REREAD
1. How does the NCSS’s approach to social studies development and
understanding compare to the goals and best-practice statements of the
National Association for the Education of Young Children?
2. Examine the sample thematic investigations. Why and how will you
use or change these in your classrooms? What improvements might
you make?
3. After reading this book, what will you tell parents and administrators
about the content and processes of social studies?
SUGGESTED READINGS
Alleman, J., & Brophy, J. (2001). Social studies excursions K–3: Book 1. Powerful units on
food, clothing, and shelter. Portsmouth, NH: Heinemann.
Alleman, J., & Brophy, J. (2002). Social studies excursions K–3: Book 2. Powerful units on
communication, transportation and family living. Portsmouth, NH: Heinemann.
Alleman, J., & Brophy, J. (2003). Social studies excursions K–3: Book 3. Powerful units on
childhood, money, and government. Portsmouth, NH: Heinemann.
This series of books shows how to develop child-friendly topics in a holistic and engaging way.

Altoff, P., & Golston, S. (2012). Teaching reading with the social studies standards: Elementary units that integrate great books, social studies, and the Common Core state standards.
Silver Spring, MD: National Council for the Social Studies.
Examples of reading strategies, children’s literature, and the social studies themes are linked in
ways to show literacy and social studies connections.
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Anderson, S. (2011). Social studies and me: Using children’s books to learn about our world.
Lewisville, NC: Gryphon House.
The author includes examples of literacy standards as well as connections to the National Council for the Social Studies’ social studies themes.

Bickart, T. S., Jablon, J. R., & Dodge, D. T. (1999). Building the primary classroom: A
comprehensive guide to teaching and learning. Washington, DC: Teaching Strategies.
Examples of ways to develop social studies in context.

Denton, P. (2007). The power of our words: Teacher language that helps children learn.
Turner Falls, MA: Northeast Foundation for Children.
In this book, teacher language for facilitating children’s self-empowerment and problem solving
is illustrated.

Dodge, D. T., Colker, L., & Heroman, C. (2010). The creative curriculum for preschool (5th
ed.). Washington, DC: Teaching Strategies.
Find examples of ways to develop social studies in context.

Herr, J., & Larson, Y. L. (2012). Creative resources for the early childhood classroom (5th
ed.). Independence, KY: Cengage.
Besides activities that can be incorporated in units, this resource contains multicultural literature
suggestions and an international holiday guide.

Homan, M., Weikart, D. P., & Epstein, A. S. (2010). Educating young children: Active learning practices for preschool and child care programs (3rd ed.). Ypsilanti, MI: High Scope
Press.
This model for early childhood curriculum is based on theory that promotes children’s problem
solving, critical thinking, and facilitation of knowledge, skills, and dispositions construction.

Levsik, L. S., & Barton, K. C. (2010). Doing history: Investigating with children in elementary
and middle school (4th ed.). New York: Routledge.
Chapter 4 shows how to connect investigation of personal history to larger historical themes.

Rogovin, P. (1998). Classroom interviews: A world of learning. Portsmouth, NH: Heinemann.
In this book, examples of child learning using the powerful data-gathering technique of interviewing is illustrated.

CHILDREN’S BOOKS FOR TYPICAL THEMES IN PRESCHOOL/
PRIMARY SOCIAL STUDIES STUDY
Books on Families and School
Douglas, L. G. (2003). The Statue of Liberty. Danbury, CT: Children’s Press.
Fanelli, S. (1995). My map book. New York: HarperCollins.
Kalman, B. (1998). Community helpers from A to Z. New York: Crabtree.
Liebman, D. (2002). I want to be a doctor. Toronto, ON: Firefly.
Osbourne, M. P. (2000). Magic Treehouse #22: Revolutionary War on Wednesday. New York:
Random House.
Rosen, M. (1989). We’re going on a bear hunt. New York: McElderry.
Waters, K. (1992). The story of the White House. New York: Scholastic.
Woods, A. (1997). Young George Washington: America’s first president. Mahwah, NJ: Troll.
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Families
Alexander, M. (1971). Nobody asked me if I wanted a baby sister. East Rutherford, NJ: Dial.
Asch, F. (1981). My mother travels a lot. London: Warner.
Baker, S. A. (1995). Grandpa is a flyer. Morton Grove, IL: Whitman.
Beskow, A. (2001). Aunt Green, Aunt Brown and Aunt Lavender. Edinburgh, UK: Floris.
Blumenthal, D. (1999). The chocolate-covered cookie tantrum. Boston: Clarion.
Butterworth, N. (1989). My mom is fantastic. Livermore, CA: Discovery Toys.
Crewes, N. (1998). You are here. New York: Greenwillow Books.
Dooley, N. (1992). Everybody cooks rice. Minneapolis, MN: First Avenue Editions.
Dooley, N. (1995). Everybody bakes bread. Minneapolis, MN: Carolrhoda Books.
Drescher, J. (1986). My mother’s getting married. East Rutherford, NJ: Dial.
Greene, S. (1998). Show and tell. Boston: Clarion.
Hines, A. G. (1999). Daddy makes the best spaghetti. Boston: Clarion.
Hoopes. L. L. (1984). My daddy’s coming home. Scranton, PA: Harper & Row.
Levine, E. (1995). I hate English. New York: Scholastic.
Lindsay, J. (2000). Do I have a daddy? Chicago: Independent.
Oxenberry, H. (1984). Grandpa and grandma. East Rutherford, NJ: Dial.
Pitts, M. (1983). My mommy needs me. Fairfield, NJ: Lothrop, Lee & Shepard.
Sanchez, J. (1988). The giant child. Doral, FL: Santillana.
Scarry, R. (1968). What do people do all day? New York: Random House.
Sendak, M. (1992). Chicken soup with rice. New York: Scholastic.
Seward, W. (2001). Good night daddy. Chicago: Independent.
Sharmot, M. W. (1993). A big fat enormous lie. New York: Penguin-Putnam.
Stein, S. B. (1979). The adopted one. New York: Walker.
Steptoe, J. (1987). Mufaro’s beautiful daughters. Scranton, PA: Lothrop, Lee & Shepard.
Vigna, J. (1981). Daddy’s new baby. Morton Grove, IL: Whitman.
Vigna, J. (1987). Mommy and me by ourselves again. Morton Grove, IL: Whitman.
Weininger, B. (2000). Will you mind the baby Davy. New York: Neugebauer.
Wilhoite, M. (1991). Daddy’s roommate. Los Angeles: Alyson Books.
Zemach, M. (1990). It could always be worse. New York: Farrar, Straus & Giroux.
Ziefert, H. (1993). Harry takes a bath. New York: Puffin.

School
Austin, V. (1996). Say please. Cambridge, MA: Candlewick.
Baer, E. (1992). This is the way we go to school. Scranton, PA: Scholastic.
Brown, T. (1995). Someone’s special just like you. New York: Holt.
Bunnett, R. (1996). Friends at school. Long Island City, NY: Star Bright Books.
Cazet, D. (1990). Never spit on your shoes. Scranton, PA: Orchard.
Cazet, D. (1993). Born in the gravy. Scranton, PA: Orchard.
Cohen, M. (1967). Will I have a friend? New York: Macmillan.
Cosby, B. (1999). Hooray for the warrior dandelions! New York: Scholastic.
Giff, P. R. (1988a). All about Stacy. New York: Random House.
Giff, P. R. (1988b). B-E-S-T friends. New York: Random House.
Gomi, T. (1995). My friends. San Francisco: Chronicle Books.
Henkes, K. (1996). Chrysanthemum. New Hyde Park, NY: Mulberry.
Hoffman, M. (1991). Amazing grace. East Rutherford, NJ: Dial.
Jackson, E. (2003). It’s back to school we go! First day stories from around the world. Brockfield, CT: Millbrook.
Jahn-Clough, L. (1999). My friend and I. Boston: Houghton Mifflin.
Kraus, R. (1994). Leo the late bloomer. Scranton, PA: Harper Trophy.
Laskey, K. (1996). Lunch bunnies. New York: Little Brown.
Lillegard, D. (2003). Hello school! New York: Random House.
McCully, E. A. (2005). School. Scranton, PA: HarperCollins.
Powell, J. (1999). Talking about disability. Chicago: Raintree.
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Senisi, E. B. (1994). Kindergarten kids. Minneapolis, MN: Cartwheel Books.
Wilde, O. (1995). The selfish giant. East Rutherford, NJ: Putnam.
Wiseman, B. (1991). Morris goes to school. Scranton, PA: HarperCollins.

NOTES
1. Allison Dritz, DePaul University early childhood education teacher candidate.
2. Illinois Learning Standards: Social Science, Goal 17 Geography, www.isbe.state.il.us/
ils/social_science/standards.htm. Originally developed in 1985, these Illinois social science
standards are under revision. Each state will have updates to standards. Geography knowledge
and skills remain a feature of most state goal systems.
3. Marjorie B. G. Hudzik, DePaul University teacher candidate.
4. Holly Monahan, DePaul University teacher candidate.
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Links
Common Core State Standards Initiative, www.corestandards.org
Earth Day Network, www.earthday.org/2013
Website contains facts about climate change with pictures to illustrate the facts.

Factmonster from Information Please, www.factmonster.com
An almanac for children.

Federal Reserve Education, www.federalreserveeducation.org
Lesson plans, games, as well as information about the federal reserve system.

International Reading Association, www.reading.org
Many articles on teaching reading and the language arts are available on this site, as well as links
to additional resources.

National Council for Teachers of Mathematics, www.nctm.org
The website shows resources for teaching problem solving, geometry, linking math to literacy,
among other current issues.

National Council for the Social Studies, www.ncss.org
Check this site for position statements on social studies teaching, as well as practical resources
for planning.

National Science Teacher Association, www.nsta.org
The website illustrates ways to teach science topics and links to science teaching resources.

Odyssey of the Mind, www.odysseyofthemind.com
Activities for creative thinking.

Polk Bros. Foundation Center for Urban Education at DePaul University, http://teacher.depaul.edu
Illustration of curriculum in action—linking standards, teaching, and assessment.

Project Zero, www.pz.harvard.edu
This research website contains information about multiple intelligences, as well as ways to apply
theory to practice.

Thinkfinity, www.thinkfinity.org/welcome
This website is a consortium of national and international organizations that provides many
examples of integrated teaching lessons and units. Standards are an integral part of the lesson
samples.

U.S. Census Bureau, www.census.gov/schools/census_for_kids
A website that is geared to promoting understanding of the census, as well as providing data that
children can use in their work.

Appendix: Children’s Literature
Organized by National Council of the
Social Studies Themes
Prepared by Kelly Minks, College of Education
graduate assistant, DePaul University, Chicago.

CULTURE
Cunnane, K. (2011). Chirchir is singing. New York: Schwartz & Wade.
Grades preK–3. Chirchir is a young girl with a beautiful voice who lives with her family in a
rural Kenyan village. While all she wants to do is help her family, Chirchir’s clumsiness causes her to
be passed on from one family member to the next.

Holm, J. (2011). Turtle in paradise. New York: Yearling.
Grade 3. Set during the era of the Great Depression, Turtle is an 11-year-old girl whose mother
accepts a new housekeeping job where children are not allowed. Turtle is therefore forced to leave
her hometown in New Jersey and move to Florida to live with her extended family. This story
illustrates the cultural differences that Turtle encounters along the way.

Joosse, B. M. (1991). Mama, do you love me? Lebanon, IN: Chronicle Books.
Grade preK–2. This is a story that highlights the culture, animals, and environment of arctic
Alaska, as Joosse illustrates the unconditional love that one mother has for her child.

Lai, T. (2011). Inside out and back again. New York: HarperCollins.
Grade 3. This is a collection of short free-verse poems that describe the journey of a 10-year-old
Vietnamese refugee, Hà, as she and her family immigrate to Alabama during the Vietnam War. Hà
struggles to adapt to her new environment, improve her English skills, and gain acceptance from her
peers.

Rumford, J. (2008). Silent music: A story of Baghdad. New York: Roaring Brook Press.
Grades preK–3. Ali lives in the war-torn city of Baghdad, and while he loves soccer, music, and
dancing, like many of his friends, his deepest love is practicing the ancient art of calligraphy. When
bombs fall onto his city, Ali finds peace within his pen, as he fills his bedroom walls with beautiful
pages of calligraphy.

Yu, L. Q. (2011). A new year’s reunion: A Chinese story. Somerville, MA: Candlewick Press.
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Grades preK–3. Maomao is a young Chinese girl whose father works in a faraway place and
only comes home once a year—to celebrate the Chinese New Year. This is a story that illustrates the
festivities, foods, and cultural practices that are characteristic of the Chinese New Year. It also
highlights Maomao’s strong connection to her estranged father.

TIME, CONTINUITY, AND CHANGE
Burton, V. L. (1978). The little house. Boston: Houghton Mifflin.
Grades preK–3. Urbanization is a phenomenon that continues to reach many rural areas, bringing with it more roads, new modes of transportation, bigger homes, and artificial lights that drown out
the sun and moon. Burton illustrates this process from the view of a little house, describing its
longing to return to the countryside.

Chaconas, D. J. (2006). Dancing with Katya. Atlanta, GA: Peachtree.
Grades preK–3. Katya is a 5-year-old girl whose favorite game is dancing with her sister;
however, her life dramatically changes when she is crippled by her diagnosis of polio. This is a story
that depicts the unconditional love that exists between two sisters, and it illustrates how dancing
together continues to be a part of their lives.

Levine, E. (2008). Henry’s freedom box: A true story from the Underground Railroad. New
York: Scholastic Press.
Grades 1–3. Levine retells the true story of Henry Brown, an African American slave who
decided to mail himself to freedom after watching his family members be sold at the slave market.

Lorbiecki, M. (2006). Jackie’s bat. Roseburg, OR: Simon & Schuster Books for Young Readers.
Grades K–3. Jackie Robinson was the first African American Major League Baseball player in
the United States. This is a fictional account of the prejudices held by a young Caucasian batboy who
worked for the Brooklyn Dodgers in 1947, illustrating how he eventually came to admire Jackie
Robinson for breaking the color barrier of Major League Baseball.

Sis, P. (2007). The wall: Growing up behind the Iron Curtain. New York: Farrar, Straus and
Giroux.
Grade 3. This is a story of what life was like during the Cold War era in Czechoslovakia. Sis
retells the experiences that challenged and shaped him as he grew up under the tight control of the
communist Soviet regime.

PEOPLE, PLACES, AND ENVIRONMENTS
Evans, S. (2011). Underground: Finding the light to freedom. New York: Roaring Brook Press.
Grades preK–1. Narrated by a group of African American slaves during the Civil War, this story
retells their journey as they ventured toward freedom via the Underground Railroad.

Rocco, J. (2011). Blackout. New York: Hyperion.
Grades preK–1. This is a story about a summer blackout in New York City that forces individuals, families, and communities to take a break from their busy lives and relish the simplicity of not
having electricity—together.

Say, A. (2008). Grandfather’s journey. San Anselmo, CA: Sandpiper.
Grade 3. Through the eyes of Say, this is a story of his grandfather’s immigration to, and travels
through, the United States. Say illustrates the deep affection that his grandfather developed for his
new country while demonstrating the love and homesickness that he felt for his native country,
Japan.

Scanlon, G. (2008). All the world. Roseburg, OR: Beach Lane Books.
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Grades preK–1. Set on a summer day in a small, diverse, coastal community, this story focuses
on the importance of all things great and small—from spending time together at a family picnic to
collecting tiny seashells along the beach.

Shulevitz, U. (2008). How I learned geography. New York: Farrar, Straus and Giroux.
Grades K–3. Based on his experiences growing up during World War II, Shulevitz describes
how the lifestyle of a young boy dramatically changes after he and his family flee war-torn Poland
and settle in Turkestan. Although food was scarce and money was tight, the young boy’s father
bought him a map of the world, a gift that captured his imagination and transported him to exoticsounding places.

INDIVIDUAL DEVELOPMENT AND IDENTITY
Brown, M. (2011). Marisol McDonald doesn’t match. New York: Children’s Book Press.
Grades preK–3. Marisol is a biracial Peruvian Scottish American girl who embodies many
aspects of her heritage but is unable to do so in a way in which they blend. While her teacher and
classmates tease her for her mismatched taste, Marisol embraces her unique identity.

Brown, M. (2007). My name is Gabito: The life of Gabriel Garcia Marquez. Lanham, MD:
Rising Moon Books.
Grades preK–3. This is a bilingual story of the childhood and adult life of Colombian-born
Gabriel Garcia Marquez, who is considered to be one of the most brilliant writers of our time.

Hill, L. C. (2010). Dave the potter: Artist, poet, slave. New York: Little, Brown Books for
Young Readers.
Grades K–3. Dave was an African American slave who lived in 19th-century South Carolina and
had undeniable artistic ability. This is a story about how Dave was able to find peace by way of using
the dirt under his feet to create beautiful works of art.

Tonatiuh, D. (2011). Diego Rivera: His world and ours. New York: Abrams Books for Young
Readers.
Grades K–3. This is a story about the life of the famous Mexican artist Diego Rivera, who was
one of the most prominent painters of the 20th century.

Williams, K. L. (2009). My name is Sangoel. Grand Rapids, MI: Eerdmans Books for Young
Readers.
Grades 1–3. Sangoel is an 8-year-old Sudanese refugee who settles in the United States with his
mother and sister. This story highlights Sangoel’s struggles as he adapts to a new culture where his
peers aren’t even able to pronounce his name.

INDIVIDUALS, GROUPS, AND INSTITUTIONS
Aylesworth, J. (2009). Our Abe Lincoln. New York: Scholastic Press.
Grades preK–3. Set on the stage of an elementary school auditorium, students perform a play
about the presidency of Abraham Lincoln, which is set to the tune of a song that was popular during
Lincoln’s 19th-century presidential campaign—“The Old Gray Mare.”

Judge, L. (2007). One thousand tracings: Healing the wounds of World War II. New York:
Hyperion.
Grade 3. This is a true account of a Midwestern family that organized an international relief
effort at the end of World War II. They collected thousands of pairs of donated shoes, packaged them
up, and sent them to European families that were trying to rebuild their lives.

McDonnell, P. (2011). Me . . . Jane. New York: Little, Brown Books for Young Readers.
Grades K–3. This is a story of Dr. Jane Goodall and her special childhood chimpanzee Jubilee.
Together, they explored the natural world around them, and Dr. Goodall began to dream of living
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with animals so that she could help them within their own habitats. In 1977, Dr. Goodall established
the Jane Goodall Institute, and she is now considered to be one of the world’s most inspirational
women.

Mortenson, G. (2009). Listen to the wind: The story of Dr. Greg and three cups of tea. New
York: Dial.
Grades K–3. After failing to climb K2, Dr. Greg Mortenson stumbles on a small village in the
Himalayan mountains where the villagers open their homes to him and ultimately save his life. As a
way of expressing his deep appreciation, Dr. Greg promises to return to the village and build its first
school. This is the story of the promise that Dr. Greg kept and how he has changed thousands of lives
in the process.

Trottier, M. (2011). Migrant. Toronto: Groundwood Books.
Grades preK–3. This is the story of Anna, a child of a Mexican Mennonites, who grows up as a
migrant worker, traveling back and forth between Mexico and Canada, as her family follows the
harvest seasons.

POWER, AUTHORITY, AND GOVERNANCE
Brown, D. (2007). Dolley Madison saves George Washington. Boston: Houghton Mifflin
Books for Children.
Grade 3. Dolley Madison was the wife of James Madison and first lady of the United States
during the 19th century. This is a story of her courage during the War of 1812 when the British
attacked the White House and she escaped with some of the most important government documents,
as well as a painting of George Washington.

Cheney, L. (2008). We the people: The story of our constitution. Chicago: Simon & Schuster
Books for Young Readers.
Grade 3. Cheney illustrates the end of the Revolutionary War, when representatives of the U.S.
government convened to create the Constitution of the United States.

Fotheringham, E. (2008). What to do about Alice: How Alice Roosevelt broke the rules,
charmed the world, and drove her father, Teddy, crazy! New York: Scholastic Press.
Grades 2–3. Through the experiences of President Teddy Roosevelt’s eldest daughter, Alice,
Fotheringham gives readers a peek into what life was really like in the White House during the early
twentieth century.

Stone, T. L. (2010). Elizabeth leads the way: Elizabeth Cady Stanton and the right to vote. New
York: Square Fish.
Grades K–3. Elizabeth Cady Stanton was a strong-spirited woman who grew up in the 19th
century and dedicated her life’s work to women’s suffrage. In 1848, she presented the Declaration of
Right and Sentiments at a women’s rights conference, a declaration that eventually earned women the
right to vote.

Winter, J. (2010). Barack. New York: Tegen.
Grades preK–3. Winter introduces young readers to the current president of the United States,
Barack Obama, by highlighting some of the most important experiences that have shaped Obama into
the man who stands before us today.

PRODUCTION, DISTRIBUTION, AND CONSUMPTION
Child, L. (2009). We are extremely, very good recyclers. New York: Dial.
Grades preK–3. Charlie teaches his sister Lola the importance of recycling and challenges her to
recycle 100 items in 2 weeks so that she can win a recycling competition at school and be awarded
with her very own tree.
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Milway, K. S. (2008). One hen: How one small loan made a big difference. Tonawanda, NY:
Kids Can Press.
Grade 3. This is a story about the development of the microlending system in a Ghanan village,
illustrating how a young boy buys one hen and gradually another and another, until he realizes that he
has become the owner of the largest poultry farm in West Africa.

Nivola, C. (2008). Planting the trees of Kenya: The story of Wangari Maathai. New York:
Farrar, Straus and Giroux.
Grades K–3. This is a biography about Nobel Peace Prize winner Wangari Maathai and the
political, environmental, and public health factors that motivated her to launch the green belt movement in her native country of Kenya.

Smalley, R. A. (2011). Sheila says we’re weird. Gardiner, MN: Tilbury House.
Grades K–3. Sheila is a young girl who thinks her neighborhood best friend’s family is weird for
their environmentally friendly practices; however, she’s also very curious to learn from them.

Trumbore, C. (2011). The mangrove tree: Planting trees to feed families. New York: Lee &
Low Books.
Grades 1–3. This is a true story about a small African village that did not have a sufficient
amount of food to nourish its people and animals, when along came an American scientist, Dr.
Gordon Sato, who introduced the village to the wonder of mangrove trees.

SCIENCE, TECHNOLOGY, AND SOCIETY
Barton, C. (2009). The Day-Glo brothers: The true story of Bob and Joe Switzer’s bright ideas
and brand-new colors. Watertown, MA: Charlesbridge.
Grade 3. Bob and Joe Switzer were brothers who were always very different from one another,
until they began experimenting with ultraviolet lights and paints, which ultimately led to their invention of the florescent Day-Glo colors.

Burleigh, R. (2011). Night flight: Amelia Earhart crosses the Atlantic. Roseburg, OR: Simon &
Schuster/Paula Wiseman Books.
Grades preK–3. This is a story about the incredible adventure that Amelia Earhart took when she
decided to fly her single-engine plane across the Atlantic Ocean.

Floca, B. (2007). Lightship. Roseburg, OR: Athenaeum/Richard Jackson Books.
Grades K–3. Floca describes the history of lightships and the important role they played in
protecting the harbors of the Great Lakes, as well as those of the oceans surrounding our country.

Floca, B. (2009). Moonshot: The flight of Apollo 11. Roseburg, OR: Athenaeum/Richard Jackson Books.
Grades K–3. Apollo 11 was one of the most famous NASA missions to date. This story enables
readers to join Neal Armstrong and his team on their adventure of walking on the moon.

Hopkinson, D. (2012). Sky boys: How they built the Empire State Building. Decorah, IA:
Dragonfly Books.
Grade 3. This is a story about the construction of the Empire State Building, which stood as a
symbol of hope for Americans during the Great Depression era.

GLOBAL CONNECTIONS
Deedy, C. A. (2006). Martina the beautiful cockroach: A Cuban folktale. Atlanta, GA: Peachtree Publishers.
Grades K–3. This is a Cuban version of a famous Latin American folktale about a cockroach
who is searching for a suitable husband by putting each suitor through “the coffee test.”
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Diakite, P. (2006). I lost my tooth in Africa. New York: Scholastic Press.
Grades preK–3. Amina is a young girl who loses her first tooth during a family vacation to Mali.
She places her tooth under a gourd for the African tooth fairy, who she hopes will exchange it for two
chickens that will lay eggs for Amina.

Fleischman, P. (2007). Glass slipper, gold sandal: A worldwide Cinderella. New York: Holt.
Grade preK–2. The story of Cinderella is considered to be one of the most widely told folktales
in the world. Fleischman has interwoven 17 versions of this story, each from a culture that is entirely
distinct from the next, creating one extraordinary folktale.

Lewin, T. (2008). Horse song: The Naadam of Mongolia. New York: Lee & Low Books.
Grades 2–3. The Naadam is one of the world’s oldest sporting events, second to the Olympics,
and is celebrated as an annual summer festival throughout Mongolia. Horse racing is one of the
highlights of the festival, in which native Mongolians race half-wild horses through the Gobi Desert.
Lewin reflects the experiences that he and his wife had while living with a nomadic Mongolian
family during their attendance at the Naadam.

Tonatiuh, D. (2010). Dear primo: A letter to my cousin. New York: Abrams Books for Young
Readers.
Grades K–3. Through a collection of pen-pal letters, Tonatiuh has written a story that demonstrates the differences and similarities between the lives of two cousins: one who lives in an urban
area of the United States and one who lives in a rural area of Mexico.

CIVIC IDEALS AND PRACTICES
Cooper, F. (2011). These hands. Boston: Houghton Mifflin Books for Children.
Grades preK–3. During an evening of piano playing with his grandson, Joe Barnett retells the
stories of the discrimination that he experienced while working at a Wonder Bread factory in the
1950s. Joe eventually became a leader of the bakery unions and fought for civil rights.

Giovanni, N. (2007). Rosa. New York: Square Fish.
Grade 3. This is a personal story of Rosa Parks, an African American woman who was arrested
for refusing to give up her seat on a city bus in the 1950s. Rosa is still regarded as one of the most
important figures in the American civil rights movement.

Jackson, E. (2007). The cupcake thief. New York: Kane Press.
Grades 2–3. When Zack’s cupcake goes missing at school, Nick is the first to be blamed;
however, the issue must be taken to the student court so that a final decision can be made.

Shange, N. (2009). Coretta Scott. New York: Tegen.
Grades K–3. Coretta Scott’s life is retold through this story: from her childhood in the segregated
South to her marriage with Martin Luther King Jr. Together, she and her husband worked to end
racial segregation and inspire the American civil rights movement.

Skeers, L. (2009). The impossible patriotism project. New York: Puffin.
Grades preK–3. Caleb’s teacher asks him and his classmates to create individual projects that are
representative of their American patriotism; however, Caleb struggles to understand what patriotism
truly means to him.

