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Joint Abstract
This joint study in the elementary school social studies setting enacted the explicit
intention of facilitating student understanding of social justice. The first study was
conducted in a second grade classroom to assess how exploring historical neighborhoods
in St. Louis impacted students’ understandings of diversity. Student writings, interviews,
artwork, and adult interviews and surveys provided evidence of the impact the curriculum
had on the school community and larger city. This study revealed that it is possible for
young students to explore hard histories and present day social justice topics through the
use of place-based learning and community partnerships. Their learning can then be
transferred to their families and larger community. The second study was conducted in a
fifth grade classroom to assess how a thematic unit about power and oppression impacted
students’ understandings of patterns in history. Student interviews and surveys showed
that students who experienced a thematic curriculum about power and oppression saw
social studies as more relevant to their lives and more interesting and engaging.
Additionally, student assessments revealed that fifth graders were able to transfer their
knowledge of power and oppression to a new context that they had not yet learned about.
The two studies revealed that young students who experienced units intentionally focused
on ideas of social justice became more empowered to engage in thoughtful dialogue and
advocate for issues of injustice. The studies also revealed that teachers who have more
freedom and autonomy to develop creative units of study were able to create more
engaging and enriching learning experiences for students.
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Prologue
Social justice is an important topic in mainstream media and in classrooms across
the United States. Schools are calling for read alouds, discussions, and lessons that
specifically engage students in social justice issues that are present in their communities
and nation. Students are reading and hearing about topics such as DACA1, the
achievement gap2, the cost of education3, homelessness, the unemployment rate, wars,
and police brutality4 on the news outlets, through social media, and in conversations with
others. Students consume a barrage of information and need help to navigate complex
ideas of power, oppression, and cause and effect relationships in history (Passe, 2008).
This is especially true for children in St. Louis, as they are coming of age in a
post-911 and post-Ferguson5 world. These key events unconsciously influence their
school curriculum, the ways in which they travel, and what they begin to learn about the
diversity within their city (Royal & Gibson, 2017; Threlfall, 2018). However, their
teachers have the ability to bring issues of social justice into consciousness and into the
forefront of their classrooms by giving students the language and experience to have
informed conversations (Passe, 2008).

1

Deferred Action for Childhood Arrivals (DACA) was started by the Obama administration in 2012. It was
for young people who were illegally brought to the United States when they were children. DACA has
recently been in the news as it came under scrutiny by Donald Trump and his views of immigration.
(https://www.usimmigration.org/glossary/daca)
2
The achievement gap refers to disparities in academic scores and performance between two groups,
typically white students and those of color. Socio-economic status is also a key part of this gap.
3
Recent media attention has focused on the cost of providing education to students at all levels. The
rising cost of college tuition makes it difficult for some students to pay.
4
Police brutality is an ongoing topic of discussion on media. Organizations such as Black Lives Matter were
created in response to a concern over the number of incidents of police using excessive force on the job.
5
On August 9, 2014, 18-year-old African American, Michael Brown, was fatally shot by white police
officer, Darren Wilson. The incident and subsequent dismissal of charges against Wilson incited unrest
throughout St. Louis and nationally. Protests and riots went on for weeks in Ferguson and the surrounding
St. Louis area.

FOSTERING CRITICAL AND CREATIVE THINKING

2

In actuality, children are aware of social justice concepts at a very young age.
They understand what it means to be a friend, how to interact with others and the role of
money (Hatzigianni, Miller & Quiñones, 2016). Children have the ability to analyze
information that is given to them and to form their own thoughts. This is evidenced by
the fact that students are able to choose other children with whom to have friendships,
based on their prior learning experiences with friendship. In a curriculum that is based on
teaching children about social justice topics, children continue to analyze and form their
own thoughts about important topics. If we expose children to these topics in a
thoughtful, educational manner through the lens of specific thematic units and allow them
to explore the history and current dynamics of their community, it is hoped they will be
better informed adults and better able to participate in in-depth, meaningful discussions
and actions.
Social studies curricula, either teacher created or state mandated, should be
constructed in a manner that allows children to learn about and discuss issues of social
justice in their communities, nationally, and globally. Through hands-on activities, art,
writing, strong literature, dynamic conversations, and place-based experiences, children
can be prepared to engage in important topics of social justice as they get older (Deveci,
2007). For the elementary aged students in our second and fifth grade classrooms in St.
Louis, it is imperative. They are coming of age during a time when their home city is one
of the major epicenters of a call to justice. The events of Ferguson in 2014 took the Black
Lives Matter movement to a new level and expanded its efforts to 18 additional cities
(www.blacklivesmatter.com). The students living in St. Louis today are quite literally
going to be the possible change makers locally and nationally in the years to come.
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Because we see social justice as a valuable part of the elementary experience, we
decided to collaborate on a joint research project to study our collective impact. Both of
us teach at different elementary schools with similar demographics in the St. Louis area,
and we determined there was a need to educate our students about the events that helped
to shape the city where they live. We think that our individual ideas of a unit of study
around power and oppression and a unit of study about the neighborhoods in St. Louis
complement each other as they help students to think more critically and more broadly. If
students were to have the experiences in both of our classrooms, what would be the
collective impact of our projects?
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Exploring with Young Children How the Historical Narrative of Segregation
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Chapter 1: Introduction
For the purpose of this research study, the information has been divided into five
separate chapters. Chapter 1 is an introduction and offers a critical look at how this
curriculum came to be based on my personal and professional experiences as a biracial
teacher researcher in an affluent independent school in St. Louis, Missouri. The
additional layer of recent racial tensions in the city, especially those surrounding the
death of Michael Brown in Ferguson, Missouri brought current events to the center of the
classroom. The conversations I had with parents and colleagues helped form the initial
foundation of this social studies curriculum, and gave it life. The chapter also includes a
detailed description of the participants in the study and a thorough depiction of the school
demographics including residential zip codes, financial aid, ethnic and racial
backgrounds, and long-term academic achievement. This chapter provides the essential
context needed to understand the process for the development of the curriculum on the
part of the teacher researcher.
Chapter 2 is a literature review of various articles and research used to help craft this
particular curriculum. The literature is divided into the three categories of teaching social
justice, community based learning, and cultural institutions as influencers. Major themes
of how social justice should be incorporated into the classroom curriculum is addressed.
Additionally, the role of community based learning and various ways in which this is
being implemented in several different places throughout the world is evaluated. Key
practices and innovative practices in museum education and that of other non-traditional
learning environments is evaluated for potential connections to the traditional classroom.
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Chapter 3 is focused on the research design, highlighting how the curriculum was
crafted and a description of each data source. This research study relied on the artwork
and writings of the second-grade students. While much of this work was individual, some
of it relied on the students’ ability to work collaboratively to express their learning.
Interviews were also conducted by the teacher researcher with students, parents,
staff/faculty, and community members.
Chapter 4 is an analysis of both the qualitative and quantitative data. Each of the data
sources described in Chapter 3 are analyzed through a process of data triangulation in
order to determine potential growth in the learning of the students. Potential changes in
behavior on the part of the parent community is also analyzed. Survey results are
analyzed and t-tests were run on all responses.
The study concludes in Chapter 5 by highlighting three major themes I found present
in all of the analyzed data, and through a reflection of the overall experience from the
perspective of the teacher researcher. The personal and professional aspects of my
participation in this curriculum provide a unique perspective of both the teacher and the
researcher. The effectiveness of this research study is explored.
Chapter 1 offers a critical look at how this curriculum came to be based on my
personal and professional experiences as a biracial teacher researcher in an affluent
independent school in St. Louis, Missouri. The additional layer of recent racial tensions
in the city, especially those surrounding the death of Michael Brown in Ferguson,
Missouri brought current events to the center of the classroom. The conversations I had
with parents and colleagues helped form the initial foundation of this social studies
curriculum, and gave it life. The chapter also includes a detailed description of the

FOSTERING CRITICAL AND CREATIVE THINKING

14

participants in the study and a thorough depiction of the school demographics including
residential zip codes, financial aid, ethnic and racial backgrounds, and long-term
academic achievement.
Background Information
Roughly two years ago, I was moved to second-grade by my division director and
then head of school. I had taught Pre-Kindergarten for two years and was content. I
worked to be innovative in my curricular approaches, and enjoyed watching my young
students grow. However, one of the second-grade teachers was leaving the school,
enrollment was down, and I was the only one on my team with previous experience in
older grades. I was unsure of this new position as it would have me working closely with
a new teaching team; however, I decided to embrace it and use it as an opportunity to
grow my professional portfolio.
Several weeks into the school year, administration and several board members
decided to have an evening event called a “Diversity and Inclusivity” meeting in which
parents, faculty, and staff could gather to discuss concerns related to diversity and
inclusivity in the school community. I attended the meeting on that evening, and was
broken into a small group that included one administrator, one teacher, one parent, and
myself. We discussed concerns of inclusivity, especially as they related to socioeconomic
class and neighborhoods. At one point during the conversation, I noted the irony I found
in that the school promoted an image of diversity, especially in regards to the zip codes
from which the students come; however, the majority of school events were centralized to
one or two more affluent areas.
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After the small group discussion time, everyone gathered back and shared out key
ideas. As each group spoke, a common concern emerged-the second-grade immigration
unit. I finally gathered the courage to raise my hand and introduce myself to the group as
the new second-grade social studies teacher. I requested clarity on the concern since there
seemed to be an unspoken understanding among the group. I will always remember the
looks that were shared around the room as everyone held their breath waiting to see who
would answer my question. Finally, a member of the community volunteered that it was
not the most inclusive curriculum and left many families feeling excluded from the
community. I still felt confused and invited anyone in the room to write their concerns on
a notecard and anonymously leave them in my office mailbox.
As the meeting ended, and people began to leave, I was approached by an
African-American mother. She introduced herself and shared her biggest problem with
the curriculum was how it left her family feeling. Her family, like many AfricanAmerican families in this country, mine included, knew very little of their family history
before being brought over as enslaved people. The curriculum asked the students to
research how and why their ancestors came to the United States. They then created
journals from the perspective of these relatives and dressed in clothing similar to what
their ancestors might have worn. When this particular parent asked the teacher how her
child should approach the curriculum, she was informed that “slavery” was not
something appropriate for students of this age to discuss; therefore, her child was
welcome to take on the perspective of a different culture and complete the project not
from the African-American perspective. Several years later, this curriculum and how it
made her family feel brought tears to her eyes. In the coming days, I was approached by
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another parent and an administrator about the curriculum. I brought the concerns to my
teaching team and suggested we find a different way to teach about immigration.
As a child, I was often caught between worlds. I grew up during a time when
there were few other biracial children in my community, and was never fully sure of my
identity. My parents worked hard to send us to private schools; however, this was often at
great expense and we were generally the recipients of financial aid. Due to my own
personal experiences growing up in St. Louis, I refused to be part of any curriculum that
ever made a child feel shame or as if they did not belong. I made a conscious decision to
overhaul the curriculum and create one that reflected a feeling of inclusivity.
How Did We Get Here?
St. Louis is a richly diverse but segregated city. The neighborhoods it prides for
being hubs of culturally historical significance were largely created due to decades long
public housing policies that intentionally segregated and ripped apart communities in an
explicit effort to keep people of color in specific neighborhoods (Judd, 1997). For young
students growing up in the St. Louis area, learning the historical context of these
neighborhoods can be a foundational layer in a more in-depth understanding of social
justice issues that plague their city today. Simply teaching children about these
neighborhoods is not enough. Teachers must create opportunities in and through
curricular choices for students to explore the neighborhoods through a variety of media
so they might truly experience the beauty and diversity that abounds (Çengelci, 2013;
Ewald & Lightfoot, 2001). Much of these neighborhood explorations can be designed
with knowledge of how cultural institutions and other nontraditional learning
environments today are creating engaging and participatory learning experiences for their
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visitors (Simon, 2010). Providing opportunities for students to engage in active
educational experiences enhances their overall learning (Dilmac, 2016). The research
question guiding this study was, ‘how can students learn about the diversity within the St.
Louis community by studying and exploring historical neighborhoods?’
Growing up as a biracial individual in St. Louis, I often found myself caught
between two worlds. My father grew up in an African-American neighborhood, while my
mother grew up in a white neighborhood. My siblings and I attended predominately white
middle and upper middle-class independent schools. We were one of a handful of
students of color. Because of my personal background, I was very aware of race and
segregation. I understood at a young age that streets and neighborhoods were often
divided by race. African-Americans lived in one area, Jews lived in another, and whites
in yet another. I even knew that my own neighborhood was divided by color, a
phenomenon that continues today. While the diversity within St. Louis has increased,
much of this division remains the same.
When the events unfolded after Michael Brown, an African-American teenager,
was shot by a white police officer, people in St. Louis began to question the identity of
the city. The racist legacy of oppression and inequality that was apparent to many
residents for decades became an unavoidable topic. It did not matter on which side of the
street you stood, there was a growing understanding that people were living in a divided
city. St. Louis City is made up of 79 unique and varied neighborhoods. However, through
conversations with family, colleagues, friends, and strangers, I began to truly understand
that we live and work and shop in pockets defined by race, ethnicity, and socioeconomic
status. If the 2016 Presidential elections taught us nothing, it is that we surround
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ourselves with people who think and act like us. As an elementary school teacher, I began
to wonder what I could do to expand horizons and create points of access and
understanding for my second-grade students. In an effort to build bridges across
divisions, I started to redesign the Social Studies curriculum to highlight the diversity and
beauty that is present within St. Louis. Previously, the curriculum had focused on
European immigration. Students were tasked with learning how and why their ancestors
had left Europe and moved to the United States. For some students, this was a richly
engaging experience. They were able to learn more about their personal history. For
students of color, this brought forth more difficult topics of discussion. The school felt
uncomfortable with many of these stories, and unfortunately asked students to not share
them with others.
When I began teaching the second-grade curriculum, I quickly realized that it
needed to change. The previous curriculum focused primarily on European immigration
and gave it a romanticized feel. Students were encouraged to trace their family heritage
and create simple trees using a template. For families of color, blended families, and
others, this was a difficult or impossible project. Families began coming forward to share
the pain this curriculum had caused for them and their children. I made the decision to
change the curriculum. After, through the course of one school year, my 7 and 8-year-old
students explored and learned about various cultural groups that have shaped several
historic neighborhoods. We visited our own Forest Park school neighborhood, Soulard,
The Hill, The Ville, University City, and Cherokee Street (www.stlouismo.gov/neighborhoods/). My students experienced first-hand places like the Soulard
Farmers Market, Anheuser Busch Brewery, Volpi Salami, St. Ambrose Church, the
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Graffiti Wall, Sumner High School, Homer G. Phillips, the Delmar Loop, Earthbound
Brewery, and STL Style. They interacted with places and people who were new to them
and outside of their immediate neighborhood community. They were exposed to
neighborhoods they would not typically visit. The ability of the students to understand the
divide within their own community through a social justice lens is what will lead them to
be better informed, active, engaged citizens.
This curriculum relied on partnerships with local businesses, politicians, and
community members to learn more about the ins and outs of these neighborhoods. St.
Louis is culturally, artistically, and architecturally a beautifully unique city. In order to
highlight this to my students, and learn from them, they were divided into groups of 2-3
children. Each group was given a digital camera and tasked with photographing the
beauty they saw within each unique neighborhood. In this way, they interacted with the
neighborhood in a personal manner and extended the learning onto the greater
community when they shared their photographs (Ewald & Lightfoot, 2001).
My students and I both had a certain amount of privilege as our school is part of
the Independent Schools of St. Louis. The tuition hovers around $20,000 a year, which is
more than many colleges and universities. Because it is an independent school, I was able
to write my own curriculum and learning standards. While the school pulls from
Common Core for Language Arts, it is up to the discretion of the teachers to decide what
topics are taught and how they will instruct the students. As a teacher, I had access to a
robust classroom budget, as well as a transportation budget. These funds allowed me to
create a curriculum in which students took six bus field trips, two walking field trips, and
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one metro transit field trip. Opportunities like our field trips provided my students with
the hands-on experiential interactions that were vital to this curriculum.
As an educator, I believe that through knowledge and practical activities, the
tension surrounding the racial climate in the St. Louis community can begin to change.
This curriculum allowed the teachers and students both to interact as learners. Another
critical component of this curriculum was the role parents and families played as learners.
Not only were the students working to become social justice learners, they were teaching
their families these lessons as well.
Methods
This practitioner-research study examined the outcomes of a curriculum that
sought to teach for social justice by creating opportunities for students to explore local
neighborhoods through a variety of media. Two groups of second-grade children from an
independent school in St. Louis, Missouri participated in this study. During the time of
this study, the school’s enrollment was 365 children in grades PreKindergarten through
Grade 6. Figure 1 summarizes the number of students at each grade level during the
2017-2019 school years.
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Figure 1: Average Number of Students Enrolled in Each Grade Level (2017-2019)
Each group contained approximately 50 children and had students in Homeroom
A and Homeroom B. All students enrolled in these two homeroom classes were recruited
for this study. Those students were selected because they were required to participate in
this Social Studies curriculum as part of their regular classroom program. While both the
children and their guardians had the ability to opt out of the research using their data for
this study, they did not have the ability to opt out of the curriculum. All guardians
received a letter from the researcher explaining the study, a parental/guardian consent
form and an assent form for their child. The researcher was available to parents and
students throughout the duration of the study to answer additional questions regarding the
study if they arose. Each week, the children participated in 3 small group lessons of 13
students, and 3 large group lessons of 25 students, related to the history and development
of the neighborhoods and the overall concept of community. Among those were read
alouds, short videos of experts teaching about the community, art projects, and
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discussions. The lessons were created by the four second-grade teachers at the school and
specialist teachers. Additionally, all 50 children participated in eight field trips to the
specified historical neighborhoods.
The work produced by the students including writings, the photographs taken on
each field trip of the neighborhoods, artwork, maps and discussions were used as data
sources. Each subject participated in the study for the length of their enrollment in
second-grade. Also, audio transcripts of discussions with students during whole class
lessons, as well as one-on-one interviews with 13 selected students from both groups
were analyzed to assess the potential impact the curriculum had on student learning,
individually and collectively. Students demonstrated learning by making visible the
history of the city including people, places and events. The students articulated examples
of social justice topics in the past and present. Students also demonstrated learning by
taking photographs that explored unique details of the neighborhoods on their
explorations. One-on-one interviews were conducted with each of the following: three
parents who attended field trips; four parents who did not attend field trips; and two
individuals from the community who participated in the planning and delivery of field
trips. Additionally, one-on-one interviews were conducted with the following members of
the school faculty in order to analyze and assess potential impact of the curriculum to
larger school environment: three second-grade teachers, two specialist teachers and one
administrator. Finally, guardians of participating students completed a survey to
determine potential long-term impacts as a result of their child’s participation in the
curriculum, including but not limited to changes in the destination neighborhoods to
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which the guardians visited with their family. The survey was emailed with the weekly
classroom newsletter and also sent home in the students’ Friday mail folders.
Data was collected using an interactional ethnographic study (Castanheira,
Crawford, Dixon,& Green, 2000). Because all students were required to participate in the
same curriculum regardless of their participation in the data collection of the study, there
was no control or experimental group. Individual interviews were conducted with a
sample of thirteen children from both groups. Seven girls and six boys were selected
from the 2018-2019 school year of participating students since the two genders are
equally represented among the children. Using the data on each student kept by the
school’s learning specialist, five students were those who identify as coming from
families of color, two were students who speak a language other than English at home,
three were below grade level in academics, seven were at grade level in academics, and
three were above grade level in academics in order to be reflective of the overall spread
of students (Fink, 2017). These interviews were analyzed, qualitative: transcribed, coded
and subjected to a conceptual analysis (Bogdan & Biklen, 2011). Included in Appendix A
is the interview protocol that the researcher used. Additionally, qualitative analysis was
used to evaluate photographs the students took while on the field trips and their art and
writing pieces, for changes in their thinking about culture and historical places. This data
analysis is typical of the assessments used in the classroom to collect data on student
performance and learning.
Teacher-Researcher
As one of the two social studies teachers, I had the unique perspective of being
able to see this curriculum through the lens of the teacher and the researcher. The
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curriculum was designed with my own background and experiences of St. Louis in mind,
and with my knowledge of the general abilities of this student population. I was able to
modify lessons and activities as needed based on the individual needs of the students,
which gave me a unique perspective as a researcher. Researcher bias was a concern;
however, through data triangulation, I was able to ensure validity. Due to my role as a
teacher, it was perhaps easier for me to gather data and interview participants. I had a
prior and ongoing relationship with those involved. I then also had freedom and
flexibility with when and how I collected data throughout the duration of the study. My
role as teacher and researcher on many levels provided a more in-depth research
experience.
Description of Participants
The school in which this practitioner-research study took place is not reflective of
the mainstream American public school (Table 1). An independent school located at the
edge of an affluent suburban neighborhood, it draws on students 42 zip codes (Figure 2).
Due to the racial and ethnic patterns of segregation in St. Louis, the school is more
diverse than the mainstream public school; however, it remains homogeneous in
socioeconomic class. Six students lived in Illinois and 359 lived in Missouri. Three
students lived in St. Charles County, 62 lived in St. Louis City, and 294 lived in St. Louis
County. Table 1 provides a detailed summary of each zip code and the number of
students residing in those neighborhoods while Figure 2 is a map of the areas of St. Louis
city to provide further geographical context.
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Residency Zip Codes of Students (2018)
Zip Code
62034
62223
62236
62269
63011
63017
63021
63026
63031
63033
63034
63042
63101
63103
63104
63105
63108
63109
63110
63111
63112
63114
63116
63117
63118
63119
63121
63122
63124
63126
63128
63129
63130
63131
63132
63139
63141
63143
63146
63366
63368
63133

Number of Students
1
1
1
3
1
1
1
2
2
4
4
1
1
1
10
37
20
1
3
1
18
1
2
16
4
9
7
13
67
2
1
1
77
11
12
1
14
3
6
2
1
1
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Neither the Planning and Urban Design Agency nor the
City of St. Louis guarantee the accuracy or adequacy
of the information contained herein.
The preparation of this map was financed in part through a grant
from the Department of Housing and Urban Development and the
Community Deelopment Administration under the provision of Title
I of the Housing and Community Development Act of 1974
(pub, L, 93-383 42 USC 5301 et seq.)

Figure 2: City of St. Louis Neighborhoods (2010) (www.stlouis-mo.gov)
Enrollment during the 2017-2018 school year was 365 with 52% of students being
identified as male and 48% as female. The school’s marketing emphasizes diversity as a
core part of its identity. Families of color made up 30% of the school population. The
school categorized students as African-American, Latino/Hispanic American, Asian
American, Native American, Middle Eastern American, Multiracial American, Pacific
Islander American, Caucasian/Non-Hispanic, or International. Tuition for the 2017-2018
school year was $20,161 for full-day PreKindergarten through Grade 6 and $13,772 for
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half day PreKindergarten. Financial Aid was available for families who qualify and 25%
of students received it with the average package being $8,244 (Figure 3). Financial aid
was determined through the use of FACTS Management, an outside independent
company. Additional funds could be offered if the school deemed it necessary.
Academic success is a key part of the school’s identity and 90% of graduates
move onto independent secondary schools. Learning support was available for students
who needed it, and 14% of students were on learning plans. Figure 3 is the school’s
assessment of student diversity of financial aid and learning support as well as academic
outcomes.

Figure 3: School’s Assessment of Student Diversity and Outcomes
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Chapter 2: Review of Literature
Chapter 2 provides an in-depth evaluation of how current literature and research
in areas such as social justice, community based learning, and cultural institutions relates
to the development of this curriculum. The need for social justice to be included in the
mainstream curriculum is discussed, as well as ways in which others have made this shift
in the St. Louis area. Community based learning and its correlation with social studies
curricula is discussed including ways in which diversity can be addressed in the
classroom. Many ideas for this curriculum, especially those related to engaging students
while on the neighborhood visits, drew upon the approaches of educational experiences
in various cultural institutions and other nontraditional learning environments.
Teaching Social Justice
The word Ferguson has become synonymous with a call for social justice within
the St. Louis community and nationally. The shooting and death of Michael Brown
caused a shift for many. It was a time of struggle within St. Louis and brought an
awakening to some of the realities that people of color face within our community on a
daily basis. Groups such as We Stories were created to help white families learn ways in
which they could engage their children in literature and experiences that embraced the
diversity within the larger community (www.westories.org). Educators began to have
larger conversations about their role in teaching social justice within the classroom and
exploring their role as advocates for a more inclusive St. Louis (Rothstein, 2015).
For many educators, this need to bring social justice topics into the classroom
curricula is an ongoing conversation that continues today. Lauren E. Obermark (2017), a
professor at University of Missouri-Saint Louis near Ferguson, Missouri, felt compelled

FOSTERING CRITICAL AND CREATIVE THINKING

29

to examine her own instruction at the university level after the death of Michael Brown.
She shifted her instruction in an intentional way in order to connect it with the larger
community. By requiring her students to engage in interviews that were designed to be
more conversational, Obermark hoped her students would be able to share knowledge
with community members, rather than simply taking knowledge from them. Her work
demonstrated the importance of educators making strong and thoughtful efforts to bring
topics of racism and social justice into the classroom. While Obermark’s focus was at the
university level, this concept can be applied for even younger students. Through this type
of educational planning, she advocated for the creation of citizens who do not simply
engage in arguments, but first engage in inquiry.
Community Based Learning
For some, the events that unfolded after Michael Brown’s death came as no
surprise. Alexander Cuenca and Joseph R. Nichols, Jr. (2014), professors of education at
Saint Louis University, wrote about the systematic racism and events that lead to what is
termed as “Ferguson.” They argued that for those who are aware of the historic and
intentional divides within St. Louis, this tension has been bubbling under the surface for
decades. Cuenca and Nichols (2014) addressed the question of how teachers “interrogate
their own communities” in a manner that is authentic and can be taught to students (pg.
249). They also addressed the issue that many whites across the country live in
neighborhoods that do not have many minorities. This trend is likewise reflected within
the St. Louis community and its racially divided neighborhoods. Many authors, including
Cuenca and Nichols (2014), Rothstein (2015), and Obermark (2017) noted the many
historical reasons why this divide remains prevalent in St. Louis. Often, the term “Delmar
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Divide” is used to describe the racial and economic disparities that have existed within
the city for many years and continue to be defining. Driving into various communities in
St. Louis, one can see the difference in the types of businesses, the look of schools and
homes, and the physical condition of the community. These differences do not simply
happen by chance. It is the responsibility of those within the larger community to explore
all areas of their city and be aware of social issues.
Cuenca and Nichols encouraged people to examine the role of racism within their
communities through the lens of six investigative questions:
•

What kinds of social, political, and economic divisions by race exist in my
community?

•

Where are the geographic boundaries between races in our
community/area/region?

•

What do you know about these boundaries?

•

What are the similarities and differences between the white and black
neighborhoods in our community?

•

How do the residential patterns in my community influence race relations?

•

What does physical distance between communities allow us to disregard
about our neighbors? (pg. 251)

These guiding questions can also be utilized to create a Social Studies curriculum for
which Obermark (2017) and Cuenca and Nichols (2014) called.
While bringing issues of social justice into the classroom is crucial, so too is
bringing students into the outside world. Tuba Çengelci (2013), an assistant professor of
education, examined how the idea of outdoor education can also be applied through the

FOSTERING CRITICAL AND CREATIVE THINKING

31

context of social studies. In an attempt to better connect students with their outside world
and make learning of topics more relevant, she interviewed social studies teachers to
gather information on their perspectives of learning outside the classroom environment.
As Çengelci (2013) stated, “The content of the social studies course reflects life.
Therefore, it should be learned in life” (pg. 1837). She argued for clearly defined and
planned lessons in order for students to have maximized experiences with the world
around them. The connections between their real-world encounters and the topics they
are learning within the classroom are essential for complete understanding. Ongoing
evaluation can also help to create experiences that are enriching. Çengelci concluded her
study by advocating for all members of the community, including schools, governmental
agencies and others to work together to create these experiences for students.
Exploring diversity is not simply a post-Ferguson idea. Some schools have been
aware of the role their institution plays in a diverse world and St. Louis for some time.
Crossroads, an independent school in St. Louis, has made diversity a part of its mission
since its founding in 1974. William B. Handmaker (1999) wrote about his role as head of
school and Crossroad’s commitment to diversity before Michael Brown’s death. At the
time, his goal was to have a student body population that reflected a growing global
community. His mission was to recruit new families and students by going out into a
variety of neighborhoods and places within the broader St. Louis. The vision of diversity
included not simply people of diverse ethnic backgrounds, but also socioeconomic and
learning differences. Handmaker saw the importance in working towards having a faculty
and staff as well as board of trustees that also reflected the diversity the school sought to
include in the student body population. Handmaker (1999) noted that one of the most
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important questions a school should ask itself is “why diversity” in order to ensure that its
endeavor will have enduring results (pg. 4).
Cultural Institutions as Influencers
Providing opportunities for children and adults to see and experience
neighborhoods within St. Louis is a critical part of bridging the divide that exists between
zip code boundaries. Place-based experiences must be enriching and meaningful, so
children and adults are able to make connections to their own lives. Much of the research
that has been done on visitor engagement at cultural institutions can be used to create
these neighborhood visits. In many ways, the rich heritage and the historical segregation
in St. Louis have created neighborhood pockets that are cultural institutions in
themselves.
Partnerships between cultural intuitions and schools are key in providing educational
opportunities for children; however, these can also be difficult to successfully create.
Ralph A. Córdova, a professor of education and Michael Murawski (2011), School
Services Director at the Saint Louis Art Museum, examined the struggle between
museums and schools. They noted that often, museums are not sure of their role in
supporting visitors and learners in their institutions. Similarly, teachers and students are
not clear on the role they play in the museums. Córdova and Murawski’s research found
that when educators and the museum work together to create boundaries and clear roles,
the learning for students is enhanced. This theme of the museum working with educators,
learners, and visitors to enhance learning is a common theme among researchers.
The research of Leah M. Melber (2007), a professor of education specializing in
curriculum and instruction, focused on the role of museum-sponsored professional
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development for teachers in low-income schools. Through this study, teachers were given
specific training in how to access and utilize the materials at a museum. In addition,
teachers were provided specific instruction on lessons they could utilize at the museum
and back in their classrooms. The overall response from teachers was that this type of
training was useful. Both Melber’s (2007) study and that of Córdova and Murawski
(2011) provide examples of how museums and schools can work together to enhance
learning.
Similar to Córdova and Murawski’s (2011) research, Adriana E. Aquino, worked
for the American Museum of Natural History, and participated in a program that connects
the museum and Lehman College. Angela M. Kelly and Gillian U. Bayne (2010),
members of Lehman College at The City University of New York, collaborated with the
museum. Together, their joint research noted that many informal learning experiences are
underutilized by educators. Often, these types of experiences require time away from inclass learning. With a continued focus on testing results, many teachers are fearful that
informal learning experiences take away from test prep time. Many teachers are
prohibited by school policy and budgets, as resources are directed into test prep. Aquino,
Kelly, and Bayne also found the importance of museum and school connections. Like
Córdova and Murawski (2011), their research focused on building a partnership between
school and museum. Teachers were brought into the museum and given specific training.
In addition, the teachers were given free access to multiple museums in the area to
continue their learning and professional growth. This put the responsibility back in the
hands of the teachers and had favorable results.
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Teacher responsibility can be crucial to student success. However, schools and
teachers are often pressured to meet specific standardized testing results. As Aquino,
Kelly and Bayne (2010) remarked, this can cause teachers to be reluctant to take field
trips and participate in informal learning experiences. For her research, Heather A. Kenny
(2015), an associate professor of early childhood and reading, created three treatment
conditions to explore whether or not informal learning experiences can truly enhance
instruction. Her results demonstrated the importance of these types of experiences by
closing the gap between students of low socioeconomic status (SES) backgrounds who
visited a zoo for the first time, in comparison to students of a higher SES. Kenny’s
research, like Aquino, Kelly, and Bayne (2010) noted the importance of field trips for the
enhanced learning of students, especially in relation to the content area.
What then makes a field trip a valuable learning experience for students and
teachers? Oguz Dilmac (2016) of the art department of Atatürk University argued that it
is based largely on the use of active learning. It is not simply enough to take students on
field trips. Rather, they must learn by doing, living, feeling, and enjoying. Dilmac’s
research concluded that students who engaged in active learning had positive results in
their academic success. It was also discovered that the gained knowledge was longer
lasting when students were actively participating.
Quite a bit of overlap exists between research on educational institutions and
general visitors. A unique research project, constructed by Margaret Carr et al (2014), a
team of teacher researchers and university researchers, explored the shared experiences
between young school aged children and their families. Carr et al designed a program in
which the children participated in an active learning experience at a local museum and
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later became docents for their family members. Dilmac’s (2016) conclusion of the lasting
effects of active learning are supported by this research as well. By allowing the children
the freedom to design a museum tour that was specific to their interests and acquired
knowledge, they took active control of their learning and became more engaged. Rather
than simply having knowledge imparted on them, the children took what they had learned
and expanded the learning experience to a larger audience. In addition, the children
helped design further aspects to the museum exhibit, enhancing the museum’s
presentation for other general visitors. This partnership between the museum and the
school is in direct correlation to Leah M. Melber’s (2017) and Córdova and Murawski’s
(2011) studies. Melber is an assistant professor in Division of Curriculum and Instruction
at California State University. Through enhanced collaboration, the learning is enhanced
for all participants. This type of learning experience directly correlates to the goal of
neighborhood. The hope is that after visiting new neighborhoods within the St. Louis
community, children will return and share their learning with their families.
Just as Melber (2017) focused her research on the importance of training teachers
to help students navigate through an informal learning experience, Melody Wood (2013)
of the San Antonio Zoo examined the role of parental training. A reoccurring theme in
modern parenting is the reluctance of “helicopter parents” who are hesitant for their
children to fully engage in some types of experiential learning, especially that which
might be deemed dangerous or messy. Wood studied the importance of training parents
on how to engage in these types of nature-based play experiences with their children in
order to promote active learning and deeper knowledge growth. Nature-based play is
growing in its significance for a variety of career fields. Children who engage in these
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types of experiences are learning valuable knowledge. At the end of the experience, the
feedback from parents was overwhelmingly positive. This type of study can be applied to
a variety of different cultural institutions or neighborhoods and be used a beneficial
framework.
Another key form of training for both teachers and families is the role that
conversation plays in enhancing an experience in an informal learning environment. Sue
Dale Tunnicliffe (2008) of the University of London, examined the ways in which adults
engaged in conversation with young children while attending an exhibit at a museum.
While other researchers have focused on the “doing” at the museums, Tunnicliffe focused
on what exactly was being said during these experiences. Her findings are beneficial to
museums for both educational institutions and general visitors. In addition, the results can
aid museums in designing experiences that maximize learning. It was noted that the
models and exhibit itself should be well made, and the context must be meaningful.
While some visitors might need less assistance in understanding and interpreting the
information, some groups might need more support. It is important for museums to know
this, as they can then provide the maximum amount of assistance necessary for the
visitors to have a more successful learning experience. Tunnicliffe’s research combined
the traditional educational setting and experience with that of the general visitor—i.e. a
parent. Through exploring the data collected at a very specific time, the conversations
around a specific piece, it can be an example of how to purposely set up an exhibit to
make it more participatory; therefore, allowing for more knowledge to be acquired.
Partnerships with community can be equally as valuable as those with educational
institutions. Tesla DuBois, Ryan Fink and Phil Sirinides (2016) of the University of
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Pennsylvania collected evidence on educational opportunities in the community, with a
goal of helping policymakers and the public gain further access to these types of
experiences for young children. They examined the breadth and types of programs
available at local museums and libraries. In addition, DuBois, Fink and Sirinides
explored how families in lower income areas viewed these types of activities and how
often they had access to them. The findings noted that while many libraries state that they
keep young children at the focus of their core mission, many museums noted a struggle to
provide similar types of activities due to a variety of barriers including inadequate
resources. A key concluding theory was the responsibility of museums and other cultural
institutions to support the community as a whole, and not simply the individual.
Jason A. Douglas, a doctoral candidate in Environmental Psychology and Cindi
Katz (2009), a professor of Geography and Environmental Psychology, similarly used
their research to examine social change at a larger level. This study focused on how
people’s perceptions of wildlife conservation can be influenced and shaped through a
series of early out-of-school experiences at a local zoo. Many of the students who
participated were from a low-income area in the city, and otherwise would have had
limited access to this type of experience. Through the activities presented in this series,
many attitudes of both the children and their parents were shifted. The active learning
lessons provided students the ability to develop a deeper understanding and acquire
further knowledge than they would have on a regular visit to the zoo. In addition, future
partnership between a local charter school and the after-school experience were planned
in order to provide this opportunity to a larger number of children and families.
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As Natasha Reid (2011) of Concordia University outlined, there is concern on the
part of many museums of how to reach and attract visitors who normally would not visit
museums. Douglas and Katz (2009) were able to examine this same concern through their
study of low-SES students. Reid studied how an art museum could create and implement
practices that are socially inclusive to reach a diverse group of visitors. The museum was
able to do this through a partnership with local community members. It was through
soliciting feedback and conversations with the community, that the art museum was able
to gain a better picture of the needs and desires of the general population. A reoccurring
theme in many of the research studies that examine how to promote more active learning
hinges on the partnerships and communication between cultural institutions and its
visitors. Reid’s study is a useful reminder of the importance of gaining a variety of
community input and feedback. In order to gain a true perspective of the community,
public dialogue and data collection is important.
Dennis Doherty, Jennifer Waldo, and Sarah Wyman (2016) of State University of
New York at New Paltz examined the benefits of creative art education in a museum
setting. Their varying roles of lecturer and professor of English, and Dean of Fine &
Performing Arts brought together a diverse perspective for their research. This study
linked the traditional and non-traditional forms of learning. While the students sampled
were not elementary age, this project demonstrated the importance of examining the
impact of the arts on the sample through the use of quantitative data. Doherty, Waldo,
and Wyman discovered that students who visited the Samuel Dorsky Museum all
participated in creative writing activities in response to visual art works in ways that
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engaged cognitive skills. As Dilmac (2016) noted, allowing students to engage in active
learning experiences enhances their overall learning.
In order for visitors to actively engage in exhibits, they must also be able to
understand the information that is being presented to them. Beom Sun Chung, Eun-mi
Park, Sang-Hee Kim, Sook-kyoung Cho and Min Suk Chung (2016) of Ajou University
and Gwangju National Science Museum conducted a study in which comic strips were
used to explain aspects of a science museum. This was considered an ideal setting due to
the fact that these types of texts are usually longer and more technical. In the end, most of
the participants noted that the comic strips were helpful in deciphering the information.
This type of feedback is useful to museums that want to truly engage their visitors and
make their experience more active. The study of Chung, Park, Kim, Cho and Chung
further supports the ideas of Reid (2011) that the input of visitors and community
members is important in designing and developing engaging exhibits. By utilizing
feedback from a variety of visitors including students, teachers, and other adults, Chung,
Park, Kim, Cho and Chung were able to continually enhance the experiences of a larger
group. Similar again to Reid, this study is beneficial in encouraging visits from people
who might not usually visit a science museum for fear of not understanding information.
These key ideas demonstrate the importance of collaboration between schools,
cultural institutions, visitors and community members. The success that exists in cultural
institutions can be replicated within historic neighborhoods. Much of what draws people
to museums can also draw people to less visited neighborhoods within their own
community. The feedback that is necessary to grow, the collaboration that must be active,
and the educational components will provide both child and adult visitors the opportunity
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to firsthand experience life in a different neighborhood. Collaboration and sharing of
ideas across neighborhoods, as cultural intuitions do, is paramount to success.
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Chapter 3: Research Design
Chapter 3 explores the design of the research study while also giving an in-depth
description of how the curriculum was constructed. This chapter includes references to
lesson plans and materials used throughout the year in the classroom. The chapter is
divided into key questions I used to guide the development and planning of the
curriculum and offer a framework to others who might want to replicate it in their school
community. A complete description of each data source is provided with examples of
student work.
Action Research
Much of the structure of this research study relied on the framework of an action
research study (Herr & Anderson, 2015). As a teacher in the classroom in which the
study was conducted, I had a unique perspective. As Herr & Anderson (2015) note,
“Research participants themselves either are in control of the research or are participants
in the design and mythology of the research”. I created the curriculum, I taught the
lessons, I worked directly with parents, faculty/staff, and community members, and I
collected and analyzed the data. During every step of this study, I was directly involved.
This direct involvement allowed me to experience growth both personally and
professionally as I learned and studied alongside the students. A large component of
action research studies is an involvement with community members to address what is
deemed a problem. In the case of my research study, the problem I sought to explore was
twofold. I wanted to investigate the history of segregation in St. Louis and how it
continues to play out today, while also seeking to teach and explore this knowledge with
second-grade students. The action research study has a spiral approach in which the
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researcher plans, executes the plan, observes and collects data, and then reflects on how
this can be further expanded (Herr & Anderson, 2015). A larger goal I had for the
curriculum and research was that it could not only be used to improve the experience of
my students and their views of their city, but that it could be transferred to other schools
in St. Louis and further so that students throughout the country and potentially world
would be better able to understand the diverse infrastructure of their homes.
For this research study, I took the position of a reciprocal collaborator. As a
teacher in the classroom and school, I was an insider. However, my study and curriculum
relied heavily on partnerships and collaboration with outsiders from the local community.
I did not want my students to learn about neighborhoods in the classroom and then go
into these neighborhoods and take more knowledge from the people and places. My hope
was that the partnership would be reciprocal and that community partners would find
benefits in the relationship as well. In order to do this, I had to be able to listen to their
suggestions, wants and needs. They became key players in the development of the
neighborhood field trips, and our guides. During those times, I acted as a teacher and
researcher; however, I became a collaborator in the curricular planning.
This social studies curriculum was further developed by applying the principles of
the action research model. As both teacher and researcher, I was able to evaluate the
curriculum with my students, enhancing my daily classroom instruction. While this
curriculum required me to do a lot of learning and relationship building outside of the
school hours, I can reflect back on the process and evaluate my development personally
and professionally.
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Crafting the Curriculum
In 2017, St. Louis Magazine published an article by Chris Naffziger titled “Why
there should be a Grand Tour of St. Louis neighborhoods: The wisdom of spending time
in wards and neighborhoods that are not our own”. Unbeknownst to Naffziger, several
months earlier, this very idea had begun to form in my mind. What had initially started as
a conversation between a small group of parents and teachers at the school where I teach,
had slowly grown into something more. The ideas I had for creating a new curriculum
would pop into my mind throughout the day, and also wake me up in the middle of the
night. Most teachers go into education because on some level, they want to make an
impact. They have a goal of changing some small part of the world and making a lasting
contribution. I designed this curriculum with the intent that it be an ongoing and lasting
contribution, one that would span outside of simply my classroom walls and influence the
future ways in which my students interact with and develop their communities. It was my
response to the events that surrounded my students in St. Louis. Someone recently told
me that if we as educators are not teaching our students about major events happening 15
minutes from us, especially those related to social justice, we are creating what he
deemed to be “educational malpractice” (school administrator, field notes, November 28,
2017).
The curriculum has not been easy to construct. It required weekly, and sometimes
daily efforts for over a year. I attended events, met with my teaching team, read articles
and books about the history of the city, and built relationships with community members.
Because of the nature of the topics, and its reliance on community partnerships, it will
never be a completed curriculum that can easily be put into a binder and shelved for years
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to come. However, the basic framework and structure can remain the same, and the core
ideas are easily transferred to many cities and communities across the country.
What I found to be so interesting, as I waded through these neighborhoods and
learned their histories, was how naïve I was and still am about the city in which I was
born and raised. The historical segregation of people and communities is not simply one
of the past but one that continues to this day in St. Louis. While some changes are slowly
happening, and it is technically illegal to refuse to rent or to sell to a person because of
their race, gender, or sexual orientation, I would be remiss if I did not admit that this still
continues in both blatant and much less blatant ways.
When I first began to explore the idea of making the curriculum expand a full
school year, the previous head of school asked me which cultures and neighborhoods I
wanted to focus on. The choice was entirely up to me. This is probably an important time
to acknowledge that the major luxury I had, and one of the key reasons this curriculum
happened, is because I teach in an independent school that is not required to follow state
standards and has significant funding, including an endowment. When I initially brought
the idea to my grade level team, division director, and head of school, I was met with
openness and excitement. Even when it became clear that my plan was to replace 100%
of the second-grade curriculum, there was very little pushback. Through this process, my
teaching partner and I rewrote the Social Studies grade level objectives, and bought all
new books, maps, classroom decorations, and more. I have the comfort of knowing that
most of the things I want and need for my classroom will be easily purchased.
Historically, all of the field trips my students would have taken were on coach tour buses.
One concession I did have to make was switching from coach tour buses to regular
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yellow school buses. The rental cost of a coach bus, which is typically used at the school
for field trips, is $700 versus the $250 rental of a yellow school bus. This almost tripled
my annual transportation budget and allowed my students to go on two walking field trips
and six bus field trips. While this full curriculum is not a reality for every teacher and
every school, there is value in studying one’s own school neighborhood. Depending on
the area, walking around the community, making connections with small business
owners, and finding the beauty that is right outside the school doors is rewarding and
valuable. My hope is that other teachers will see this curriculum and find at least one
aspect to incorporate into their curriculum. Perhaps they will have their students use
cameras to see things through a new lens, or take their students on a field trip to an area
of their city from which they typically shy away, or maybe they will incorporate a read
aloud that brings an important social justice topic to their circle time. Whatever the
action, I believe this project illustrates how educators can be more proactive in their
teaching of authentic and hard histories.
How were the neighborhoods chosen? From the initial creation of this
curriculum, my goal has been to show my students the beauty of St. Louis, but also to be
honest about the ugliness of our history. St. Louis prides itself on the cultural diversity
that abounds. We have a neighborhood that offers incredible handmade Italian pastas in
little restaurants surrounded by fire hydrants painted in red, green and white. Fifteen
minutes from there, is a neighborhood that was home to the first African-American
female millionaire and first African-American high school west of the Mississippi. And
still fifteen minutes from that location is one of the oldest and longest operating breweries
in the country. Italians, Germans, African-Americans, Jews, Chinese, Mexicans, and
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others over time have created neighborhoods that still strongly reflect core pieces of these
cultures. However, many of these neighborhoods were created by these groups of people
because they were not welcome to rent, buy, live, or shop in other areas of St. Louis.
Segregation has a long history in this city. It is a history that must be acknowledged in the
past and present in order to move forward.
When I started choosing neighborhoods for the children to explore, I thought
critically about ones that represented different cultures, and shared a common theme—at
one point, these were considered thriving and successful communities because the people
within the neighborhoods had access to three core quality things; jobs, healthcare and
education. This is the lens through which the students explore all of the neighborhoods. I
also wanted my students to be able to experience one final neighborhood that is currently
undergoing development, or in this case, redevelopment. Cherokee Street and the Benton
Park neighborhood provided the students with the opportunity to experience first-hand
what it might have been like for people one hundred years ago to work with others to
build a community that offered all of the things they wanted and needed. St. Louis has its
ugly history and its present-day struggles much like any large city; however, a comment
once made by a parent has stuck in my mind. She noted that often when people talk about
minority groups, they focus on the struggles they have faced and how they have been
treated by whites over time. While this is important for students to know, she also wanted
her child to feel proud of the fact that she is half Indian, so she chose to focus on the
positive aspects of her culture. By choosing neighborhoods and cultures that were victims
of racism and classism, I hoped to tell a different narrative of St. Louis history. But, I also
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hoped that by telling stories of the pride these communities felt as well, I was honoring
the strength of those who built these neighborhoods.
That parent’s comments have followed me throughout the development and
teaching of this curriculum. Each of these neighborhoods was, at one time, successful in
many ways. That success might have looked different in each neighborhood, and differ
from the definition of success today, but they were communities that supported their
residents. While most of the neighborhoods studied had large groups of immigrant
populations, I felt it was crucial to also include one of the most influential AfricanAmerican neighborhoods in this country, The Ville. The contributions of this
neighborhood to the medical, political, and music world are countless.
These six neighborhoods at first glance might not appear to be connected, as their
cultural groups are different; however, through the year-long exploration, the students
began to see how despite the segregation, they are all linked. St. Louis is known
throughout the country for its unique architecture and brickwork. This industry brought
many immigrants to the area because of its ability to offer jobs. On The Hill, the Italian
immigrants worked in the clay pits to build bricks. Despite their work, they were not as
financially well off, and built their homes of wood. The Germans constructed the homes
throughout the city and did much of the unique masonry designs. When Sumner High
School was moved to The Ville neighborhood, many African-Americans moved to this
area as well. Ellardsville, as it was previously known, had many Jewish residents. As
African-Americans moved in, the Jews moved out, and relocated to University City. In
discussing the history of St. Louis, it is impossible to talk about simply one area without
touching on many.
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What is the framework for each neighborhood? I knew that I wanted to create
a curriculum that could ebb and flow. Like any good curriculum, I hoped that this one
would allow itself to evolve over time based on the interests of each group of students,
and potential key events in the city. While specific neighborhoods were selected, the
essential questions remained the same for each.
•

What are the three things a community needs in order to thrive?

•

Who settled in this neighborhood and why?

•

Why did the neighborhood thrive?

•

How did culture shape the neighborhood, then and now?

•

Who are key people from the neighborhood?

By utilizing the same essential questions for each neighborhood, I left the curriculum
open to changing out one or more of the neighborhoods over time. While this should not
be done lightly, the worst thing that can happen to a curriculum is that it becomes
stagnant.
All of the neighborhoods were at one time highly successful communities.
Despite the daily life struggles members might have experienced structurally, there were
key elements and services offered to residents that were beneficial. I felt it was important
to tell the stories of pride within these communities and to use the key elements they had
in common to then examine the strengths and weaknesses of the redevelopment of
Cherokee Street. I also wanted the students to learn more about significant people from
the neighborhoods, both in the past and present. So often we focus on teaching students
about extraordinary people from history. While there are many extraordinary people who
have come out of St. Louis, there are also people who quietly lived their lives and
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supported their communities. In many ways, their stories are just as, if not more valuable
than many celebrities’ stories. I also consciously chose important African-Americans
from The Ville neighborhood. Many times, we emphasize the same famous AfricanAmericans from throughout history. I wanted to provide an opportunity for my students
to learn about several people of local importance.
How are the units constructed? Each neighborhood study is considered a unit in
and of itself. We began the school year by first learning about St. Louis as a city, and its
beginnings. I also took time to acknowledge and discuss experiences and places the
students had visited in the city. Museums, parks, theaters, and grocery stores all play a
role in the development of the city and the image the students brought to the classroom.
As a teacher, it was interesting for me when the students began to place their homes on
the larger map of St. Louis. I was genuinely surprised by the number of students who
knew their street address, but did not know the name of their neighborhood. I used this
initial introduction as an opportunity to bring in a variety of forms of information
including a local historian, art, and read alouds that concentrated on St. Louis City and
County as a whole.
Before even taking the students to visit a neighborhood or downtown on a bus
ride, we walked around the area surrounding the school and explored what we saw and
experienced there. The school is located near a park which famously hosted the 1904
World’s Fair and Olympics. Read alouds, videos, and pictures all allowed the students to
interact with the school neighborhood over time. This classroom introduction then fed
into their experience on their walking field trip and laid the foundation for their definition
of a community or neighborhood.
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A major challenge of this curriculum is that it requires the teachers to become
experts on each of the neighborhoods. Since these neighborhoods are a specific niche,
there are not many books at an elementary reading level available for the students.
Arcadia Publishing was a vital resource for both the students and the teachers. This
publishing company specializes in short books that focus on different events, time
periods, and areas throughout the United States. Their series Images of America was
particularly important as it provided books specific to each of the neighborhoods studied.
The books are full of a plethora of photographs and first-hand accounts of the
neighborhood throughout time. Most of the books are written by authors with specific ties
to the communities. While these books were primarily used for the growing knowledge of
the teachers, they also provided invaluable knowledge for the students. I was able to
enlarge the images underneath the document camera so the students could see them in
detail. The captions underneath the pictures allowed the children to experience the books
much as they would a read aloud. This interaction with authentic pictures from various
time periods made the books more engaging and accessible to my young students.
While the Images of America series was extremely beneficial, other information
was simply gathered by focusing on what places, people, and events make the
neighborhood unique both in the past and present. Too often, we focus on the same
famous people throughout history when teaching social studies. At times, the real heroes
of history are those who accomplished smaller tasks closer to home. By including local
activists, entrepreneurs, and philanthropists vital to the development of St. Louis, the
viewpoint of the students was diversified. Finding opportunities to highlight key events
and family friendly activities in the neighborhood also provided opportunities for
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students to engage with the neighborhoods and communities outside of the regular school
hours with their families. Educating and exposing the entire family to new experiences
was a key component of the curriculum.
The role of community partners. Many of the neighborhoods explored are not
those of the teachers nor of the students. While this was intentional, a difficulty
experienced by the teachers was the need to essentially become experts on many
neighborhoods and communities in which they were not raised. In order to maintain the
authenticity of each neighborhood, community partnerships were created. I began by
asking myself and contacts within the neighborhoods, “Who are the key players? Who
are people in the community doing interesting and innovative things?” These partnerships
included religious figures, local historians, people who grew up or lived in the
neighborhood, business owners, and tour guides.
The creation of these partnerships was extremely time consuming and often
required me to spend hours outside of the regular school day attending local events. I
trolled the internet and Facebook events for local activities at the various museums and
put on by affinity groups, many of which were free. In order to immerse students into the
community, I found it necessary to first immerse myself in the community. I needed to
change my own patterns of where I went in order to change theirs.
After a period of time, I was able to use many of the partnerships I had already
created to build further relationships. I would often mention names of others whom I
knew were highly respected within the community to leverage a few moments of
someone’s time. It was essential to earn the trust and respect of those within the
community so that I was not considered an outsider who was taking from those within. A
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parent one year cautioned me to be authentic in our interactions with the community
members so that they did not feel I was viewing them as a “poverty petting zoo.”
While this work was time consuming, only once was I met with a less than eager
and positive response. People were always kind, frequently thanking me for the work I
was doing and the opportunities it was creating for my students. Through these
interactions, I began to realize the future impact this curriculum could truly have on St.
Louis and the larger community. Many adults expressed their dismay at not having had
the opportunity to go on this type of field trip as a child.
Creating this type of curriculum meant also being honest about the history of our
city and the neighborhoods. By allowing community partners to be authentic in their
stories of the past and the present, I believe I provided students the opportunity to draw
their own conclusions. Oftentimes, history is written by those who dominated or won
battles. Hearing first-hand accounts from those who were deeply connected to these
neighborhoods provided an invaluable and authentic experience for the children. It also
perhaps went in direct contrast to ideas or beliefs they or their families previously heard
about a community. Therein lies the real power of this curriculum: When people, whether
young or old, are confronted with an idea that is in direct contrast to something they
believe to be true, how do they proceed? This city cannot begin to change the ways in
which we continue to segregate ourselves unless people are willing to question their own
beliefs by acknowledging and hearing the views of others. They must be willing to
acknowledge that what they have always believed might not be true. The community
partners provided the creation of these moments. The students had to understand the
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history and stories of the neighborhoods and how these smaller stories tell the larger story
of the past and present identities of the entire city.
Children as Photographers. When on the field trips, it was recommended by a
school administrator that rather than refer to the students as “children” or “secondgraders” as I typically do in the classroom, I validate their role as partners in this
experience. Using that advice, I made the conscious decision to refer to the students as
“photographers” during these field experiences. The hope was that it would empower the
students in their ability to use the cameras in a way that would truly allow them to tell the
story of their experience. This curriculum had threads and ideas that are transferable to
each neighborhood. As a teacher, I had goals and expectations of what the students
should learn and experience. However, one of the greatest aspects of this curriculum was
that it really does rely on what the group of students and individual children found to be
interesting and beautiful in the communities. The photographs they took and the
questions they asked had the ability to steer the curriculum in an entirely different
direction. When the curriculum was first piloted in the Spring of 2017, many of the
students found The Ville and its famous Sumner High School graduates to be fascinating.
That year, Chuck Berry and Dick Gregory both passed away. Their deaths were even
more meaningful to the students because they felt a strong connection to these two
influential men. The students had spent time photographing their community, including
Berry’s old home studio, and they mourned a personal loss.
The cameras provided an experience that simply walking through the
neighborhoods could not, and allowed the children to become the teachers and share their
learning with others. In the Spring of 2018, the Sheldon Art Galleries became one of the
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most important partnerships with this curriculum. As part of their Fall exhibition on the
history of immigration in St. Louis, they decided to use 44 of the photographs the
children had taken on their neighborhood field trips and a variety of other pieces of their
classroom work to create an exhibition titled St. Louis: Through the Lens of a Child.
From October 2018-February 2019, the work and learnings of the students were able to
be shared with people from throughout St. Louis, and further away, as they visited the art
gallery. Their identity as photographers was validated by those outside the school
community. Their view of the city they call home was shared. They were given a voice in
the story of St. Louis.
This message was further communicated via radio. In October 2018, St. Louis
Public Radio hosted a program related to the history of immigration in St. Louis and the
Sheldon art exhibition (Hemphill, 2018). The producer interviewed two of the students
about their experience with the curriculum and their photography. The producer asked,
“Do you think if we weren’t a country of immigrants and a city of immigrants would St.
Louis be the same place without that do you think, [name of child omitted]” (Hemphill,
2018).
One student responded to Hemphill’s (2018) interview by stating:
My mom’s from Puerto Rico and she would’ve probably not have moved
here and I would’ve lived in… say… would’ve lived in Puerto Rico still be
if I was a little girl. Some schools wouldn’t learn how to speak Spanish like
we learn how to speak Spanish.
Additionally, a local magazine, Town & Style featured the school and its
curriculum as their cover story in October 2018. My colleagues and I were interviewed
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and had the opportunity to communicate the design and results of the curriculum to the
St. Louis area. It was another way to extend the learning beyond the students and school
community.
Social Justice Read Alouds. Read alouds are one of the main pastimes of early
childhood and elementary education. While I wanted a large portion of this curriculum to
be about the children “doing,” I also wanted to use it as an opportunity to expose them to
a variety of social justice topics in a meaningful and appropriate way. Read alouds
became a critical component of the curriculum. The read alouds and their discussions
related to a variety of social justice topics during both Social Studies and other areas of
the day. The school schedule rotates on a six-day cycle. While read aloud time was
historically connected to Language Arts, and therefore conducted by my Language Arts
teaching partner, in the 2018-2019 school year, two of the six days were carved out for
Social Studies. I was able to use this as a time to expose my students to literature that
presented topics that included past and present issues of immigration, voter rights,
women’s rights, bullying, gender identity and stereotypes, and segregation. Students were
exposed to books with authors and characters who looked like them and those who did
not. I chose books that asked thought provoking questions, and required the students to
think critically about their role as citizens of a community, a city, a country, and a world.
I daily asked them what they can do both now, and in the future, to fight for issues they
deem to be important. It became engrained in the life of the classroom. I asked myself
regularly what it is I wanted them to know in order for them to be adults who can engage
in thoughtful well-informed dialogues about social justice topics. For the first time in my
career, I experienced a classroom full of students who were activists in the making.
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Cross-curricular Collaboration. I worked to find ways to include the other
subject teachers and curriculum areas in this Social Studies-based curriculum. The
second-grade community service project required the students to raise funds for Heifer
International. In years past, the students created a necklace from recycled materials. In an
effort to create a more meaningful experience, I altered the fundraising project. The
students worked together to create two products they believed would be desirable by the
larger community. They decided to use their individual drawings of Downtown St. Louis
to create magnets and their watercolor skyline artwork to create packs of greeting cards.
The students researched needed materials and costs in order to find the best deal. They
then presented their business model to the school’s Business Office in order to secure a
loan. With the help of the grade level teachers, the students created their products,
packaged them, developed a marketing plan, and opened up shop. They raised slightly
over $1,500 to donate to Heifer International. When I debriefed with the students, we
discussed why this project was so much more financially successful than in previous
years. One student commented, “Because we sold things people actually want. And
everyone loves St. Louis” (student, field notes, May 11, 2018).
The students received art instruction from a different teacher three times a week.
While they at times completed art projects I designed in the classroom, her curriculum
was focused on developing key artistic skills. When partnering with a public school in the
Cherokee Street area, the teachers requested that our students work with theirs to create
an art project. The Director of Community Development for Cherokee Street agreed to let
the students create two large murals that would hang on display. The art teacher at our
school designed and helped our students create the foundation for these two large murals.
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Later, the murals were taken on our Cherokee Street field trip where all of the students
from both schools had the opportunity to work on the project. The murals continue to
hang on a fence on Cherokee Street as a symbol of the collaborative efforts of both
schools. It was an attempt by our students to leave a thank you to the community that
welcomed them with open arms.
Replicating the Curriculum. Often, when reaching out to people within the
community, I was met with wishes that other students could experience this curriculum.
While this curriculum was intentionally designed with what I believed to be the needs of
a specific school community, the basic framework and guiding principles can be applied
to other schools and cities. As a starting point, the curriculum always began with the
children learning about and exploring their school community. For schools that do not
have the budget to go on six neighborhood field trips, or do not have the flexibility in
their curriculum to rewrite their entire Social Studies curriculum, simply learning about
their school neighborhood can be powerful and transformative for students. The
Neighborhood Planning Framework Sheet (Appendix B) offers some guidance for others
wanting to craft a similar experience for students.
In the case of my students, those who have been at the school in previous grades
often have had opportunities to walk through the local school neighborhood. The school
is located across the street from a major university, and within walking distance of
several museums and a zoo. Younger grade levels often walk their students to these
cultural institutions for participatory learning experiences on days in which the weather is
cooperative. Since the students come from a variety of zip codes within Missouri and
Illinois, the school neighborhood provides a common community for all. This
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neighborhood then provides the foundation for the other communities they experience,
and allows the students to find common themes and differences as they navigate the
curriculum. Familiar places and people offer an opportunity for the children to begin to
understand the needs of a community—including access to jobs, healthcare, and
education.
In response to requests from other educators, I created the Neighborhood Planning
Framework Sheet as a guide. The essential questions for each neighborhood remain the
same; however, the individual components such as content, skills, and read alouds can
change. Any educator hoping to recreate these neighborhood experiences must keep in
mind the role that community partners and photography play in this curriculum. While
the cameras can be substituted for a different type of artistic expression, the community
partners are essential. Simply walking into small businesses, offices, or somewhere that
just looks interesting is a great starting point for making connections.
Tables 2 and 3 below detail the general overview of the year-long social studies
curriculum listing the neighborhoods by the order in which they were studied. The
research question, essential questions, and common features are all described as well as
the individual neighborhoods’ unique features, activities, and approximate length of
instructional time. A detailed unit plan for The Ville neighborhood can be found in
Appendix C.
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Table 2
Core Curriculum Questions and Features

Research Question *How can students learn about the diversity within the
St. Louis community by studying and exploring
historical neighborhoods?
Essential Questions *What are the three things a community needs in order to

thrive?
*Who settled in this neighborhood and why?
*Why did the neighborhood thrive?
*How did culture shape the neighborhood, then and now?
*Who are key people from the neighborhood?

Common Features *neighborhoods offered all the things its residents needed
(jobs, healthcare and education)
*architecture
*evolution of the neighborhood over time
*population fluctuation and shifts
*segregation and desegregation
*new development versus repurposing
*structure and function of government in neighborhood
development and design
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Table 3
Curriculum Units Overview
Neighborhoods
1. School

2. Downtown

3. Soulard

Unique Features Explored

Activities

*1904 World’s Fair
*shift from large city to smaller city
*Washington University
*history of Forest Park

*read alouds
*small and large group discussions
*introduction to photography
*Roxaboxen maps

*early development of the city
*transition from trade route to a fully developed city
*The Arch monument history
*immigrants and refugees then and now
*Eero Saarinen, Auguste Chouteau, and Pierre
Laclede
*Anheuser Busch brewery
*German immigration
*building up rather than out/row houses
*homes made of brick
*Julia and Antoine Soulard, Eberhard Anheuser and

*read alouds
*small and large group discussions
*video viewing
*photography
*riding public transportation

Adolphus Busch
4. The Hill

5. The Ville

6. University
City

7. Cherokee
Street

*Italian immigration
*influence of Italian culture and language still
present today
*vernacular houses
*clay mines and brickyards
*small family businesses and factories
*homes made of wood
*small business over time
*Yogi Berra, Joe Garagiola, and Jack Buck
*legacy of African-American achievements
(politicians, entrepreneurs, musicians, artists, etc.)
*role of integration on the decline of the
neighborhood
*Shelley v. Kraemer
*Dick Gregory, Grace Bumbry, Tina Turner, Robert
McFerrin, Sr., Chuck Berry, William “Bill” Clay
*orthodox Jews
*Chinatown
*International District
*Economic re-development
*The Loop and its diversity
*neighborhood specifically constructed for
economic purpose and with mixed income housing
*neighborhood locations proximity to World’s Fair
*E.G. Lewis, Joe Edwards
*St. Louis Walk of Fame
*history of brewing that continues today
*currently being redeveloped
*Latinx community
*ironwork
*shopping district then, arts district now
*Antique Row
* Jeff and Randy Vines

*read alouds
*small and large group discussions
*video viewing
*photography
*homebrew root beer and ginger beer
*shopping at the Farmers Market
*simulation of how population density
influenced housing
*read alouds
*small and large group discussion
*photography

*read alouds
*small and large group discussions
*photography
*collaboration with Music class to learn
more about famous musicians from the
neighborhood
*read alouds
*small and large group discussions
*photography
*student debate over pros and cons of
specific redevelopment projects

*read alouds
*small and large group discussions
*photography
*art project collaboration with
neighborhood school

*Each neighborhood study was composed of 9 to 13, 35 to 45-minute lessons.
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Challenges. While there were many benefits and learning opportunities for the
students, families, faculty/staff, community partners, and me, there were also many
challenges. The amount of time I devoted outside of the regular school day to create this
curriculum was great. At times, after teaching a full day, I would attend lectures or other
presentations around the St. Louis area. Sometimes, I had to decide between spending
time with family and friends or attending a historical lecture. I was fortunate in the fact
that my curriculum teaching partner often would go to presentations with me so I had
some company. It took a lot of nerve to approach people after their speaking
engagements and try to make a connection with them in the hopes that they would
become one on our growing list of community partners. I had to master the art of an
elevator speech in order to quickly describe the curriculum, its merits, and ask for a
potential partnership.
Admittance to some of the events was free; however, some required me to use my
own money, especially if there were meals involved. I am fortunate to work at a school
that has a substantial professional development fund; therefore, sometimes I was able to
be reimbursed for my expenses. The cost of things like gas, meeting people for coffee,
and the expense of my own personal time was not reimbursed.
One challenge I did not expect came shortly before the field trip to The Ville
neighborhood in Winter 2018. I was approached by a white parent who informed me that
some of the African-American families felt uncomfortable with their children going to
the neighborhood. At first, she refused to share more details. I requested a meeting with
her to try to find out more about what the actual concern was, and if the parents who felt
uncomfortable would be open to talking to me personally. After a bit of conversation, we
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agreed that I would reach out to two of the concerned families. What I found was that
simply by reaching out and attempting to personally hear their concerns, many of their
fears were alleviated.
I was surprised that it was the African-American families that felt uncomfortable
visiting The Ville neighborhood, a historically African-American area. It is very common
for Black families within St. Louis to have some connection to the neighborhood in
recent family history. What I learned was that it was not their fear of their children
visiting the neighborhood, but their fear of how their children’s white classmates would
perceive the entire African-American community after being there. The Ville was once
an economically thriving, heavily populated area. Due to integration of the schools and
the closing of Homer G. Phillips Hospital, the neighborhood began to decline. These
African-American families worried that the perception of poverty within this particular
area would be generalized to them as well. This encouraged me to make sure that rather
than focusing on the struggles of this community, I would work hard to ensure that what
my students saw first and foremost was the extreme amount of pride that still exists
within The Ville. This pride is unlike anything we witnessed in any of the other
neighborhoods.
Another challenge of this curriculum was simply getting age appropriate materials
for my students. While there were many books and resources for me as a teacherresearcher, there were only a handful of books at the reading level of my students. While
much of my approach to teaching involves leading inquiry, this Social Studies curriculum
required me to facilitate a lot of discussion with my students and find creative ways to
share information. Sometimes we watched documentaries and I stopped to summarize

FOSTERING CRITICAL AND CREATIVE THINKING

63

and check in on their understanding. Other times we watched videos of people
performing their famous musical pieces or playing their sport. While the lack of age
appropriate text was a challenge, it also provided an opportunity for me to find more
creative ways to teach, which lead to a variety of data sources.
Data Sources
I gathered data from a variety of sources for this research study. Due to the young
age of the students and the educational philosophy of the school, traditional tests and
worksheets were not available. Therefore, data had to be taken from sources that aligned
with the teachings of the school. Student artwork, writings, interviews, and discussions
were all utilized for data purposes. Table 4 below summarizes the data sources,
participants, dates the data was collected and the location in relation to the research
question.
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Table 4
Data Sources

Research
Question
*How can
students learn
about the
diversity within
the St. Louis
community by
studying and
exploring
historical
neighborhoods?

Data Sources

Participants

Dates
Collected

Location

Skyline Art Work

*49 students

September
2017 and
2018

Grade 2
classrooms

Roxaboxen Maps

*91 students

May 2018
and
September
2018

Grade 2
classrooms

Photographs

*91 students

September
2017-May
2018

On all of the
neighborhood
field trips

The Ville Hall of
Fame

*42 students

February
2018

Grade 2
classrooms

St. Louis Timeline *42 students

May 2018

Grade 2
classrooms

Interviews

*13 students
*7 parents
*6
faculty/staff
*2
community
partners

June 2018December
2018

Grade 2
classrooms (1
via email)

Parent Survey

*17 parents

May 2018

Sent in
students’
Friday mail
folders

Skyline Art Work. When the school year began, the students were first introduced to
the larger city of St. Louis. As part of this, they discuss the Downtown area and some of
the more famous locations they might have visited which included the baseball stadium,
concert venues, and office buildings. The students noted some of these famous landmarks
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on pictures, and were then invited to create a watercolor skyline. Utilizing watercolor
paper, the students painted patterns and designs of their own creation mixing colors along
the way to represent a sunset (Figure 4).

Figure 4: Student Using Watercolor Paints to Create Background of Skyline Art Work
A large image of the St. Louis skyline was then projected on the screen so students
could see the way the black images form over the background. I gave students a sheet of
black paper, scissors, and a glue stick in order to cut out and create buildings (Figure 5).
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Figure 5: Example of Student Skyline Art Work
Roxaboxen Maps. As the students learned more about the history and places of
Downtown, they then began to learn about the concept of a community. A key part in
their emerging understanding of community came from the read aloud of the book
Roxaboxen by Barbara Cooney. In the story, the children of the community use rocks,
broken bottles, pieces of pottery, boxes, sticks, and their imaginations to create their own
imaginary town of Roxaboxen in which they create the rules, build the structures, and
enact their own tales of adventure. The children take control of their imaginary
community, giving it a name and putting themselves in charge. After reading and
discussing the book, the students in the class worked together to create their own
imaginary towns. As a half group, they generated lists of the places and things they want
their towns to have, with no formal directions or limitations from the adults (Figure 6).

FOSTERING CRITICAL AND CREATIVE THINKING

67

Figure 6: List of Things a Town Needs as Generated by a Half Group
The students were then broken into small groups of 4-5 to create their towns.
First, they used the list generated by the half group to decide if they wanted those things
in their town. Perhaps they did, perhaps they had other ideas to share. The small groups
wrote down their ideas, then sketched their town on a piece of 8.5 x 11 paper using
pencil. This required a great deal of discussion and compromise on the part of all students
involved. The next step was for the small groups to draw and label their maps on large
pieces of chart paper (Figure 7). Finally, the maps were colored and the towns were given
names (Figure 8).
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Figure 7: A Group of Three Students Sketches Their Town

Figure 8: Map of Imaginary Town as Created by a Small Group of Students
Photographs. A key component of the curriculum is photography. Throughout
the school year, the students attended field trips to each of the neighborhoods studied in
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the classroom. They learned about the rich history of each, including the groups that
founded each neighborhood, unique architectural features, and some of the influential
people. When venturing out into the neighborhoods, the students were divided into small
groups of two to three students and given point and shoot digital cameras (Figure 9).
They were then tasked with photographing what they deemed to be the beauty within the
neighborhood. After initially working with a professional photographer in the classroom,
the students were left to take pictures whenever and however they wanted while
exploring (Figures 10-12). At the end of each field trip, the photographs were archived by
location, date, and group.

Figure 9: Students Work Together to Take Photographs
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Figure 10: Photograph Taken by Student on The Hill Field Trip

Figure 11: Photograph Taken by Student on University City Field Trip
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Figure 12: Photograph Taken by Student on Downtown Field Trip
The Ville Hall of Fame. The students received Language Arts instruction from a
different teacher; however, writing did play a part in this Social Studies curriculum. It
provided an authentic way to gather information about the students’ thoughts, knowledge,
and understandings. For one such piece, the students had the ability to choose a famous
person or place from the history of The Ville neighborhood to write about. This was an
opportunity for them to communicate with others what they had learned in an authentic
manner. The students selected from a list of people including Tina Turner, Grace
Bumbry, Robert McFerrin, Sr., Chuck Berry, William Clay, Homer G. Phillips, Annie
Malone, and Dick Gregory. Places and events such as Annie Malone Children and
Family Services, Shelley vs. Kraemer, Sumner High School and Homer G. Phillips
Hospital were options as well. All of these people, places and events were previously
studied by the students as part of the Social Studies curriculum. The project was modeled
after the Sumner High School Hall of Fame which included drawings by students to bring
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attention to notable graduates of the school during its history. The students in secondgrade chose a person or place, created a colored pencil illustration, and wrote several
sentences highlighting key points in the person’s life or the place’s history (Figures 1316). Each student was instructed to select three to five facts about the person to share
with the larger community as this writing piece drew upon the non-fiction writing unit
students participated in with the Language Arts Teacher (Appendix H).

Figure 13: Student Drawing of Homer G. Phillips
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Figure 14: Homer G. Phillips was a African American lawyer. And he helped start
Homer G. Phillips Hospital. He also helped victims of the 1919 race riot in East St.
Louis. Homer G. Phillips died before the hospatal (sic) was finished. He was shot while
waiting for a bus.

Figure 15: Student Drawing of Dick Gregory
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Figure 16: Dick Gregory went to Sumner High School. He was a African American
comedian. He was a civil rights activist. He ran for President in 1986 but did not win. He
had 10 children.
St. Louis Historical Timeline. Another way writing was included in the
curriculum was through a culminating activity of creating a timeline of the history of St.
Louis. In this project, students in both homerooms selected a significant event that was
studied during the course of the school year. In their own words, they described the
significance of the event and illustrated it on a piece of paper (Figure 17). These pages
were then combined to create a timeline from the founding of the city to present day. The
timeline was displayed throughout the second-grade hallway in an effort for the students
to share their learning with the rest of the school community (Figure 18).
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Figure 17: 1989 St. Louis Walk of Fame The Walk of Fame was founded by developer
Joe Edwards. The walk of Fame honors important people from St. Louis Missouri.
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Figure 18: Timeline Display in Second-Grade Hallway
Interviews. While the actual work of the students was an important data source, I
also wanted to study what, if any, impact the curriculum had on parents. Casually, parents
would comment on how much they were enjoying learning about places in St. Louis from
their children, or new information they were gathering from participating in the field trips
with us; however, these were simple anecdotes. One-on-one interviews were conducted
with parents who attended at least one field trip to gather their perspective and possible
impact of the curriculum (Appendix A). Additionally, interviews were conducted with
parents who did not attend any field trips. During the curriculum, interviews were
conducted with the students to assess their potential growing level of knowledge. Followup interviews were not conducted with any participants. All students signed a letter of
assent and had signed letters of consent from their parent/guardian (Appendix D and E).
All adults interviewed signed a letter of consent (Appendix F).
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The 13 students interviewed were chosen from the list of those who gave assent
and received consent from a parent or guardian (Appendix D and E). Those selected were
reflective of the overall academic, socio-economic, and ethnic/racial background of the
second-grade student population of that school year. Students were asked if they wanted
to participate in the one-on-one interview with me, and came to my classroom to be
interviewed (Appendix A). The purpose of the student interviews was to collect
information regarding what students had learned about the diversity and history of a
specific neighborhood. The interviews were conducted over a one-week period after the
students had participated in The Hill neighborhood study. The transcription software,
Trint, was used to audio-record the interviews, which lasted no longer than 10 minutes.
Trint software was also used to transcribe the audio interview. No follow-up interviews
were conducted. The interviews were then analyzed based on the research question to
gather more information on the students’ abilities to articulate any learned information
about the diversity within a St. Louis neighborhood they had studied in the classroom and
visited on a field trip.
Adults interviewed were named by their affiliation with the school and numbered
(Appendix A). The purpose of the adult interviews was to examine the adult perspective
of the effectiveness of the curriculum through a variety of lenses-parents, faculty/staff
and community members. A total of 7 parents were interviewed and identified in Table 4
and throughout this study as P1-P7. I directly solicited interviews from parents who
reflected the socio-economic and ethnic/racial diversity of the second-grade families. I
also intentionally chose parents who had attended and not attended field trips in order to
gather a diverse perspective of the curriculum. More parents did not attend field trips;
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therefore, I interviewed more in that group. 6 faculty/staff members from the school were
interviewed and are identified in Table 4 and throughout the study as SF1-SF6. All of the
faculty/staff members participated in the classroom lessons and field trips at some point.
The last group of adults were 2 community members are identified as CM1-CM2 in
Table 4 and throughout this study. These two community members were directly
involved in the planning and execution of the field trips. All adult interviews were
conducted in my classroom with the exception of P7 who participated via email. The
interviews were conducted over a 7-month period. All interviews were audio recorded
and transcribed by using Trint software. The interviews lasted no longer than 45 minutes
each.
SF1 and SF5 are white males. SF2, SF3 and SF6 are white females. SF4 is an
African-American female. SF1, SF2, and SF3 attended all of the field trips. SF4 attended
5 out of 6 field trips. SF5 and SF6 attended 2 of the field trips. CM1 is a white female.
CM2 is a white male. CM1 attended 2 of the field trips, and CM2 attended 2 different
field trips. P1 and P4 are white females. P2 and P5 are white males. P3 is an AfricanAmerican female. P6 is an Indian female. P7 is bi-racial, white and Vietnamese. P1, P3
and P4 attended one field trip. P2, P5, P6, and P7 did not attend any field trips (Table 5).
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Table 5
Descriptors of Adults Interviewed

Participant Gender
SF1
SF2
SF3
SF4
SF5
SF6
CM1
CM2
P1
P2
P3
P4
P5
P6
P7

Male
Female
Female
Female
Male
Female
Female
Male
Female
Male
Female
Female
Male
Female
Female

Ethnicity

Number of Field Trips
Attended

White
White
White
African-American
White
White
White
White
White
White
African-American
White
White
Indian
Bi-racial (White and Vietnamese)

All
All
All
5
2
2
2
2
1
0
1
1
0
0
0

Parent Survey. Parents received a survey at the end of the 2017-2018 school year
to assess any potential changes in the neighborhoods families were likely to visit along
with a letter of consent (Appendix C and G). The survey looked for shifts in the
likelihood a parent was to visit each neighborhood before and then after their child
participated in the curriculum. While the primary focus of this research study was to
evaluate student learning about the diversity within St. Louis, I additionally became
interested in the transfer of learning to families as well. This survey was printed and put
in student’s weekly school-to-home mail folders to all parents regardless of whether or
not they attended a field trip. In total, 42 surveys were sent home and 17 were returned.
Parents were given two weeks to complete and return the survey. As the survey was
anonymous, it was not possible to determine if physically visiting the neighborhood had
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any impact on a parent’s perspective. However, the data did provide information
regarding a shift in overall parent perspective of the neighborhoods.
Validity of the Study
While there are many positive outcomes of this curriculum that will be addressed
in the next chapter, it is important to fully articulate the validity of this action research
study. Herr and Anderson (2015) like their five validity criteria of “outcome, process,
democratic, catalytic and dialogic” are linked with the generally accepted goals of action
research “(a) the generation of new knowledge, (b) the achievement of action-oriented
outcomes, (c) the education of both researcher and participants, (d) results that are
relevant to the local setting, and (e) a sound and appropriate research methodology” (pg.
67). This research study did seek to address an outcome that directly worked at a solution
to the initial problem of the lack of diversity in the curriculum. The study was also geared
at helping students learn about the diversity within the St. Louis community by studying
and exploring historical neighborhoods. These actions focused on the outcome validity.
The use of repeated reflection on my part as the teacher-researcher, combined with that of
the faculty/staff and community partners who were key in executing and implementing
the curriculum addressed the process validity. There were many phases to this study, and
continual evaluation of the curriculum was a key part of its ongoing development.
Perspectives were gathered from a variety of stakeholders including students, parents,
faculty/staff and community members. When constructing lessons and telling the stories
of people who lived and continue to live in these neighborhoods, I sought to involve
those individuals. Continual conversations were had with parents to evaluate their views
of the curriculum and in this way brought triangulation to the voices of the stakeholders.
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These steps gave attention to the democratic validity. The catalytic validity was more
focused on the adults who participated in the curriculum, including me as the teacherresearcher. While the students might have come with some preconceived realities, the
adults involved in the study were much more likely to have their own perceptions of the
neighborhoods and history of the city than the young children. The dialogic validity was
addressed in several ways. My ability to frequently evaluate the curriculum with my
administrative team and teaching partners was a way to engage in professional dialogue
about the validity of the work. Additionally, seeking out conversations with other
professionals in academia and elementary schools provided another lens through which to
view the study.
Researcher bias was a possibility as this study was led by a teacher-researcher. I
created and implemented the curriculum and also analyzed the data. Throughout the
study, I identified myself as the researcher. Both qualitative and anonymous quantitative
data were used in order to provide several sources of data and help reduce potential bias.
Self-reflection was also used as a way to remind myself that during analysis, I needed to
view myself as a researcher and less as a teacher in those moments. Frequently and
consistently referring to myself as a researcher when interviewing students and while
collecting data also reminded me of my role. Pulling in the perspectives and feedback of
my second-grade teaching team also provided an additional check as it was yet another
expert view of the data.
The data collected from both students and adults was organized anonymously.
The identity of the minors was protected and students had the opportunity to remove
themselves from the study at any point. All adults solicited had the right to refuse
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participation for themselves or their students. Transcripts and all other data collected
were stored on a password protected computer in order to protect the rights and identity
of participants. There were no risks for participants in this study.
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Chapter 4: Results
Chapter 4 is an analysis of the data that was collected as part of this research
study. Both qualitative and quantitative data were collected. Student art work and writing
were analyzed including a pre and post-curriculum project. One-on-one interviews were
conducted with a sample group of students, parents, staff and faculty, and community
partners. Actual data is presented as well as an analysis of the data and what it means in
realistic terms. The overall impact of the curriculum on the school community is
explored.
Data Triangulation and The Iterative Process
The method of data triangulation was used to ensure the validity of this study.
This method involves drawing from at least three different data sources in order to reduce
the likelihood that the conclusion is simply by chance. In this study, data was collected
from the skyline art project, Roxaboxen maps project, photographs taken by the students,
The Ville Hall of Fame writing pieces, the St. Louis Timeline project, adult interviews,
student interviews, and a parent survey. Utilizing 8 different types of data and involving
several different stakeholders provided a more in-depth analysis and helped to ensure
validity. Additionally, themes that were noted in the skyline art project were then later
analyzed in the Roxaboxen maps project, and these same themes of development were
part of the analysis of the later data sources as well. The qualitative data was analyzed
first, in the order in which it appears in this chapter. The quantitative data was analyzed
last by each individual neighborhood. By analyzing the data in the sequential order in
which it was implemented, the data sources as a whole allowed me to track student
development over the course of its entirety.
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The iterative process was a key part in analyzing the qualitative data. When
looking through each piece of student work, the data led to specific themes. With each
new theme, I started over again in my stack of each separate data work and looked over
each piece again analyzing it according to the theme. This same process was also used for
the interviews. While reading through the responses of each participant, the data pointed
to specific themes. Once identified, I returned to the beginning of each interview to look
closely for points of that theme. The iterative process helped ensure validity within this
study. The data analysis of both the qualitative and quantitative data sources was used to
determine any potential student learning about the diversity within the St. Louis
community through participation in this curriculum.
Qualitative Data
Skyline Art Work. The skyline art project was the first of the independent
activities the students completed as part of this curriculum. This project was initiated
after reading the book Goodnight St. Louis in which the students were exposed to familiar
and new places around St. Louis City and County. The skyline art project allowed the
students to create a visual representation of a significant landmark, The Arch, and its
surrounding area.
When looking through the work of the students, I looked for commonalities
between the pieces. When I noticed a repeated aspect, I used the iterative process to go
back to the beginning of the pile and look at the pieces again to see if that aspect was
present. If it was, I noted it and continued through the other pieces. I observed that the
proportions of the Arch compared with the Old Courthouse and other buildings was not
accurate. The Arch is the tallest structure in Downtown St. Louis. The large majority of
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the students either made the buildings the same size as The Arch, or the buildings were
taller. The buildings largely had no distinguishing features so the viewer could identify
them based on unique architectural features. None of the students created a building that
was structurally similar to the Old Courthouse, which stands in the middle of the
Downtown St. Louis skyline.
The generic details in the buildings demonstrated the students’ limited
understanding of significant structures in the Downtown St. Louis area. The distorted
proportions indicated a lack of knowledge about the structural integrity of The Arch and
its role in defining the skyline of the city, as well as its height compared to other national
monuments. As this was an initial activity, it provided a baseline assessment of students’
knowledge and allowed for comparison as they progressed through the curriculum. After
visiting the Downtown area and exploring key buildings more closely, their
understanding began to deepen. Subsequently, after the students created this art project,
they participated in a read aloud of “To the Top: A Gateway Arch Story” which
described the construction and unique architectural features of The Arch.
A few students were able to create a more realistic interpretation of the St. Louis
skyline. These students had an Arch that was the largest structure in the skyline. As these
students were not interviewed directly about this piece of artwork, it is not possible to
determine whether they intentionally created this proportional aspect or if it was by
chance. However, this project did take place before the students explored Downtown in
person. At this age, it is typical for some students to still create images in which people
and buildings are typically the same size; therefore, some of the disconnect between sizes
could be attributed to their developing spatial sense.
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Roxaboxen Maps. As part of the yearlong Social Studies curriculum, the students
participated in a pre and post-curriculum activity. At the beginning of the school year, the
students were divided into small groups of 3-4 students. The students participated in a
read aloud of the book Roxaboxen, in which the students in the story created their own
imaginary town. After, they generated a list of things they believed the town needed, and
drew maps of their new communities while also giving them names.
For this data source, I again used the iterative process to look for themes the data
was indicating. As this was the second data source, I was able to also look for themes that
were present in the skyline artwork project. One of the themes noted in that piece was a
lack of correct proportions and aspect ratio. Looking for the themes from the skyline
artwork project provided an opportunity for data triangulation to ensure validity.
Before participating in the Social Studies curriculum, I observed that the names
of the towns were whimsical and often involved the students trying to be silly or make
their classmates laugh. The conversations surrounding the naming of the town reflected
imagination and were not based on logic. When asked why the name “Diamond Village”
was chosen for his group’s town, one student reported, “Well because we have mining
centers for diamonds and I have a house made out of diamond and I have a garden that
has a lot of diamond too” (student, field notes, October 2, 2018). Another group named
their town, “Two Street Texture.” When asked why this name was chosen, a student
explained, “’Cause off of each street there’s two more. There’s like spaces between it that
leads to another place and there’s two of those on each street” (student, field notes,
October 2, 2018).
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The maps of the towns lacked infrastructure. There were few roads on some
maps, while others had an excessive number that led to nowhere. Imaginary places or
objects were included on the maps. One map had a building a student identified as
“Hogwarts School of Witchcraft and Wizardry.” Another map had many trees noted by a
student as “pink fuzzy trees.” General terms were used such as “school” not noting the
type of education provided or the age level (Figure 19). The conversations surrounding
the coloring of the town focused heavily on the map being colorful and the towns being a
place for fun. One student noted, “We have a beach popping out of my grass in my
backyard. I’d let you use it” (student, field notes, October 4, 2018).

Figure 19: Town Includes Pink Fluffy Trees and Magical Creatures
After participating in the entire yearlong curriculum, students were once again
read the book Roxaboxen, divided into new groups, and given the same instructions as
before. I observed that the names of the towns in the post-curriculum maps were
significantly different in several key aspects. They were specifically designed with the
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goal of attracting people to want to live there. There was much conversation regarding
what words would be most beneficial. One group named their town “Successful Town”
and explained in writing, “Our town is filled with education jobs and healthcare. We hope
people are comfertable (sp) in our town. We have a synagog (sp) and church for Jewish
prayers and Cristian (sp) prayers. They both also have jobs and education.”
Another town chose the name “Community Neighbrhood (sp)” because:
Our neighborhood is very well known for our Sportsman ship (sp) and
working together. It has everything you need to thrive. It has hospitals for
healthcare, jobs, education for jobs, and education. For healthcare we have
a gym to get healthy and strong. And we put a market for food (student,
work sample, May 30, 2018).
The location and access to needed resources were planned out in the groups.
Resources which included jobs, healthcare, and education were noted and discussed. One
student commented that a rock wall was being added to their town because it provided a
place for people to work and offered a form of healthcare so people’s bones could get
stronger. I noted in these maps, students included more than one opportunity for
education in their towns such as “university” or “elementary school” for a variety of age
levels.
The roads on these maps were planned out in a thoughtful way which referenced
access to all needed areas of the community. Residential areas were created with access
to commercial areas, and parking was factored into the map design. Direct reference to
real places the students have visited were included such as names of local grocery stores,
universities, and businesses. Some of the businesses were those the children had visited
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on their field trips. There was much discussion regarding whether a suggested item fit
into the category of jobs, healthcare, or education and if the item was necessary. There
was an emphasis on whether or not the town provided what its residents needed.
Table 6 summarizes the themes present in the pre and post-curriculum student
created maps. Additionally, it gives specific examples from the maps and student
comments that demonstrate the two themes of names and infrastructure.
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Table 6
Themes Present in Pre and Post-curriculum Student Created Maps
Theme

Pre-curriculum Maps

Post-curriculum Maps

Names

Diamond Village- “Well
because we have mining
centers for diamonds and I have
a house made out of diamond
and I have a garden that has a
lot of diamond too.”

Successful Town- “Our town is
filled with education jobs and
healthcare. We hope people are
comfertable (sp) in our town. We
have a synagog (sp) and church for
Jewish prayers and Cristian (sp)
prayers. They both also have jobs
and education.”
Community Neighbrhood (sp)
“Our neighborhood is very well
known for our Sportsman ship and
working together. It has everything
you need to thrive. It has hospitals
for healthcare, jobs, education for
jobs, and education. For healthcare
we have a gym to get healthy and
strong. And we put a market for
food.”
Access to all needed areas of the
community-jobs, healthcare, and
education part of plan.
STL Style

Two Street Texture- “Cause off
of each street there’s two more.
There’s like spaces between it
that leads to another place and
there’s two of those on each
street.”

Infrastructure

Number of roads
“Hogwarts School of
Witchcraft and Wizardry”
“pink fuzzy trees”
Generic terms-school
“We have a beach popping out
of my grass in my backyard. I’d
let you use it.”

Providing what residents need
Specific terms- university or
elementary school
Rockwall for healthcare

The differences in the Roxaboxen maps created before the students participated in
the curriculum versus after they participated in the yearlong exploration of
neighborhoods was attributed to their growing understanding of community development.
Before participating in the curriculum, the students did not understand what a community
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needs in order to thrive and be successful. They viewed the task of creating an imaginary
town as a fun assignment in which they blurred the lines between reality and fiction.
Their experiences within communities were viewed from an egocentric perspective in
which they thought of it through the eyes of a seven-year-old. After participating in the
curriculum, the students were able to create a community by viewing the needs of a
variety of citizens. They were able to apply the real places and topics they experienced in
a practical manner. The deeper level of conversations demonstrated their ability to work
collaboratively to draw on the knowledge of all in the group. The conversations
mimicked those that real city planners have when considering developments and plans
(Barker, 2019).
Not all students demonstrated as much growth as their classmates. Three students
did not share as many suggestions within their groups. The reasons for including various
buildings or locations were justified as some students because they were “cool” or “fun.”
For the less than 10% of students who struggled to stay focused, the teacher continued to
act as a facilitator for them throughout this process, as did the other students within their
group.
Photographs. Over one thousand photographs were taken and analyzed. The
photographs spanned the nine-month photography work of the students. When analyzing
the photographs taken by the students, I looked for this data source to indicate themes,
much as I did in the skyline artwork project and the Roxaboxen maps. Again, I used the
iterative process to closely scan each of the photographs. Rather than looking at all of the
photographs at once, I separated them into sections based on the neighborhoods since this
provided a consecutive timeline of the students’ work. When I noted themes in
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photographs from specific neighborhoods, I went back to the initial neighborhoods to
check for those themes. In doing so, I was able to use the timeline to track any potential
changes in development of student work over time. This was beneficial for the study, as
the skyline artwork provided one snapshot in time of their understanding. The Roxaboxen
maps provided growth over time, but from the start to the end. The photographs provided
information as the students went through the curriculum.
In the initial field trips of Downtown St. Louis and Soulard, many of the students
took pictures of the same things. I noted that when one student stopped to take a picture
of something, other students would then do the same. They functioned as a collective
unit. The Downtown images were large shots of everything around them. The images
were of complete buildings and wide street views. There were also many images of
attempted selfies or photographs of classmates making silly faces. As later field trips
occurred, especially those just two months later on the third field trip, there was more
variety in the actual photographs and objects.
Several themes were noted in the photographs. Many of the photographs taken on
Cherokee Street and in the Benton Park neighborhood had an emphasis on the iron work
that is particular to this area. In the photographs taken at Soulard, the images were
concentrated on the items sold at the farmers market and the graffiti artwork on the flood
wall. Additionally, the images were more zoomed in with a focus on one specific aspect
of a building, architectural feature, or plant.
The growth the students experienced in their photographic abilities over the
course of the school year also reflected their deepening understanding of the
neighborhoods and their unique qualities. Throughout the school year, the students had a

FOSTERING CRITICAL AND CREATIVE THINKING

93

professional photographer come to give three separate presentations about photography.
She covered topics such as choosing your subject, lighting, angle, and the rule of thirds
(which helps the students take visually appealing images by strategically placing the key
image in a specific area of the frame). These lessons aided the students’ ability to take
detailed, artistic photographs. It also enhanced their capacity to be in a large environment
and choose a particular image or architectural feature to capture. The diversity in the
individual students’ images and the small groups was an example of how the basic task of
photographing the neighborhoods became a more personalized experience for the
students. They began to rely on their own interests and artistic eye rather than on
imitating what they saw others doing. While the enhanced quality of the photographs can
be attributed to the lessons from the photographer, the content of the images themselves
reflects the students’ deepening knowledge of the unique characteristics of each
neighborhood.
The Ville Hall of Fame. This fourth data source was an addition to the process of
data triangulation; however, it was the most in-depth writing collected from the students.
While later, the students were interviewed about their acquired knowledge, this was their
opportunity to describe it in writing. As I read through the writing of the students, I noted
themes the data was pointing to and then went back to look for those in the rest of the
students’ work. This provided a more in-depth analysis of their writing as I was forced to
look for very specific details in their writing and often times had to reread each individual
sentence.
When looking at the work of the students, I observed that the facts they chose to
include were very specific. In his writing about Robert McFerrin, Sr., one student
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explained, “When he was in highschool (sp) he got sent to live with his uncle to go to
Sumner High school. He was on Sumner’s track team; he was really fast!” (student, work
sample, February 21, 2018). The majority of the people associated with this assignment
were completely new to all of the students before the start of the unit on The Ville
neighborhood. A few students had heard of Chuck Berry or Tina Turner, or were familiar
with one of their songs. The intimate details of their lives, as shared through this writing
assignment were new bits of information. In her writing about Homer G. Phillips, a
student shared, “He also helped victims of the 1919 race riot in East St. Louis. Homer G.
Phillips died before the hospatal (sp) was finished. He was shot while waiting for a bus”
(student, work sample, February 21, 2018). I observed that many of the details the
students share encompass the entire life of the person. They included information from
their early life such as “For High School she went to Sumner High School located in the
Ville. Grace was born in St. Louis” (student, work sample, February 21, 2018). The
students also include information about why this was a notable person, “He was a African
American comedian. He was a civil rights activist” (student, work sample, February 21,
2018). And “ He is a singer. Chuck Berry plays rock and jazz. One of his song is Jonnie
B. Goode” (student, work sample, February 21, 2018). The students then go on to include
information about the later years of these people’s lives, “He had a stroke and after it was
hard for him to think of words. His stroke didn’t afekt (sp) his singing” (student, work
sample, February 21, 2018).
The detailed factual work of the students made evident their growing learning of
the neighborhood. It provided them an opportunity to demonstrate their knowledge of the
art, music and politics of the various time periods in the neighborhood. Their ability to
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distinguish the various people and their significant roles to The Ville neighborhood were
more developed than their writings on Downtown St. Louis from the beginning of the
school year. The specific comments related to influential people’s early lives and later
accomplishments provided a deeper understanding of the community as well. The writing
of the students communicated how the people were involved in significant historical
events, such as the 1919 Race Riot in East St. Louis. Having the students exposed to a
variety of aspects of the neighborhoods created a more enriching, deeper learning
experience.
St. Louis Historical Timeline. As a year-end culminating project, 46 significant
years and events were selected that directly related to the neighborhoods the students
spent the school year studying. All of the events were familiar to the children and were
previously discussed. Each student chose the event they were most interested in writing
about, and were provided with a book or article in order to gather more details. The
students then wrote several sentences about the event to convey to the school community
the key details and illustrated the work. Together, the students put their events in
chronological order and created a hallway timeline display that spanned the founding of
St. Louis to the present day.
I analyzed the timeline pieces by looking for this data source to indicate themes,
just as I did with the previous data sources. The iterative process provided the framework
to examine the timeline pieces and then go back to look over them again delving further
into the data for the noted themes. As this was the fifth of my data sources, it added more
depth to the process of data triangulation in regards to student learning.
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Through reading and examining the work of the students, I noted the sentences
they used were direct and specific. Their descriptions of the events were clear and
concise. One student wrote about the Shelley vs. Kraemer case of 1948. “The Shelley
family move in a white nighborhood (sp). They had to go to supreme court because of
that. They decided that a white family cannot segergat a black family from thier (sp)
nighborhood (sp) (student, work sample, May 30, 2018). Another student wrote, “The
Wainwright Bulding (sic) was one of the first skyscrapers ever built. It instantly was
loved. It is speicl (sic) to Saint Louis” (student, work sample, May 30, 2018).
Three events that occurred around the same time in three different areas were
written about by students. One student wrote about St. Ambrose church in 1903. “The
Italian immigrants built St. Ambrose in 1903. The church burned down in 1921. They
rebuilt St. Ambrose church on june (sic) 26 1926” (student, work sample, May 30, 2018).
The 1904 World’s Fair was in the Forest Park area. Another student wrote, “The World’s
Fair was a celebration of Saint Louis. It was April 30-December 1. Nearly Twenty
million people visited the fair grounds. Everyone around the world came to the fair”
(student, work sample, May 30, 2018). Additionally, on Cherokee Street area, less than
two years later in 1906, Wehrenberg Theaters was started. A student noted how the
events in St. Louis continue to have a global impact. “Wehrenberg theaters was first a
bakery but it turned into a wehrenberg theaters. Now wehrenberg theaters is all over the
globe” (student, work sample, May 30, 2018).
The students’ work was displayed for several weeks in the hallway. The goal of
the project was for them to be able to collectively communicate their learning to others in
a straightforward simplistic manner and consider their audience. Over the course of the
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last part of the school year, staff, faculty, students, and families from across the campus
were observed reading and talking about the timeline and specific events. Several parents
stopped to tell me that they had learned something new from the timeline about the city.
This culminating project allowed the students to collectively link together their learning
from throughout the year to put events in a chronological order. The ability to see how
major events were happening simultaneous in various neighborhoods gave further context
to the places, people and communities. The timeline deepened their knowledge of St.
Louis and made visible to the school their yearlong development.
Adult Interviews. For the purpose of this study, parents, school faculty/staff, and
community members participated in one-on-one interviews regarding their experience
with the curriculum. The questions asked during the interviews are listed under Appendix
A. Three of the parents attended the field trip, while five did not. All of the school
faculty/staff who were interviewed participated in at least one field trip, as did all of the
community members interviewed (Table 2). Additionally, all of the community members
interviewed helped plan and execute at least one of the field trips.
In order to analyze the data, I started by highlighting what I deemed to be
interesting statements made by the participants. I then went back and looked for themes
the data was pointing to. When I identified a theme, I assigned it a specific color. I then
went back and reread all of the interviews, highlighting when comments related to the
themes were present and thereby color-coding them. Through this process, two further
themes were noted, and I went through all of the transcripts of the interviews yet again.
Because this data source provided much more text than the other data sources, I went
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through the interviews an additional time in order to ensure that I had not missed any
pertinent comments that linked to the themes.
While there was slight variation in some of the questions asked during the
interviews with adults, the data pointed to four themes in their responses. Answers were
then coded according to these themes of impact, perception, diversity, and division.
Quotes were identified by the adult’s specific code and question number.
As not all of the parents and community members were interviewed, the
interpretations cannot be used to reflect the entire community. All of the adults were
interviewed in person with the exception of P7 who was interviewed via email. While a
variety of adults that reflect the overall demographics of the school were selected, they
were not the same as the larger St. Louis community.
Impact. Twelve of the fifteen adult interviewees mentioned the impact of the
curriculum in at least one of the questions asked. SF3 and P5 did not mention impact in
their responses. In total, 20 statements were made in regards to the impact the curriculum
and/or field trips had. Eight of the statements referenced the impact on the students.
SF1 responded to question 7 by saying:
And so I think this is just a great opportunity for our kids to have the
ability to get out of that pocket and they have it like last past childhood.
Have it last past that so that it can really impact them as future decision
makers. You know I think a lot of our kids are going to be in you know be
in pretty important positions moving forward and so I think it’ll it’ll allow
them to have that kind of view when they’re making big decisions I think
for the area” (School Faculty 1, personal communication, July 10, 2018).
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CM1 noted in her response to question 5:
Really inspired that these kids are learning what they’re learning…these
are seeds that are being planted in them now that are gonna who knows
where that’s gonna take them having this understanding of the city and
this, the things that its its challenges and also things we should celebrate
and that was really cook to be part of. And I wasn’t expecting that on that
first tour. That was a really neat experience (Community Member 1,
personal communication, July 9, 2018).
Additionally, P2 shared in his response to question 7:
So I just hoped that they would love St. Louis. And I think every kid that
did it showed that through the pictures through the art…You know you
want your kids to be proud of where they’re from. And I think every kid
from that was very proud to be like from St. Louis (Parent 2, personal
communication, September 26, 2018).
Eight of the impact statements referenced the effect the curriculum had personally
for the interviewees.
SF2 responded to question 3 sharing:
I think it’s one of the exciting things about having the opportunity to teach
the curriculum is that I’m learning something new all of the time about the
city that I have lived in and called home for the majority of my my life
(School Faculty 2, personal communication, July 26, 2018).
CM2 answered question 5 noting the effect experiencing the field trip alongside
the students had:
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Oh I loved the field trip because I learned just as much from those trips as
hopefully the kids do because you get to experience things through the
kids’ lens, through their eyes. You get to see things from a more objective
point of view. It forces me to kind of perceive things from their vantage
point and it makes it all the more exciting to me actually (Community
Member 2, personal communication, July 10, 2018).
Two parents commented on how the places they visited or wanted to visit had
been impacted. P2 responded to question 5, “I know we started venturing out into more
places to eat in the city because of what she was talking about” (Parent 2, personal
communication, September 26, 2018). Similarly, P3 shared in her answer to question 8,
“I actually learned some things myself about different neighborhoods. Even though I was
born and raised here in St. Louis…And then it made me want to want to venture into
those neighborhoods again” (Parent 3, personal communication, October 3, 2018).
Three statements made during the adult interviews noted a shared impact between
both the student and the adult. P6 made this connection in two statements. First, when
responding to question 6, she said, “So I loved having him visit neighborhoods that I
visited or that I had family members that worked in or grew up in or lived in. I thought it
was a great connection to my past” (Parent 6, personal communication, September 20,
2018).
Later, P6 answered question 9 by saying:
He loved it. I loved listening to him talk about places that he had been to
that he thought were brand new or he thought that nobody had ever been
to. I loved listening to him explain to you know to me or to other family
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members you know ‘Oh my gosh we went here and did you know they
make sausage?’ And it’s like yeah of course. We’re like yeah of course we
knew that we have been there a hundred times. But again, you know we
take some of these things for granted and we don’t realize that nobody had
ever taken him there. So, it was nice listening to how excited he was
feeling like he explored something that we had never seen before (Parent
6, personal communication, September 20, 2018).
One school/faculty staff member noted the impact he witnessed in the parent
community. He communicated the surprise impact the field trips had on some of them
when answering question 8.
SF5 stated:
I think the thing that I didn’t realize would be so positive was the adult
interactions with the neighborhoods. I mean you focus on this you think
about the kids. But but I think our parents grew just as much as the
children. Many of the parents-I don’t want to overgeneralize-but many of
the parents really looked forward to these events and I think they gained
some of the goals that we had for the children or the team had for the
children the parents experienced as well. So that was that was exciting
(School Faculty 5, personal communication, July 11, 2018).
When asked in question 10 whether or not the interviewee would encourage other
schools to participate in this type of curricular experience, two parents noted the
importance of the work needed to be done in order for the curriculum to be impactful.
P5 responded:
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Yes. If it's taught the right way. If it's expressed to them the importance of
why they're doing it. You know just going somewhere and not knowing
why it's important and not being used to soak in all of the things that are
important about the place you're going is fine, but I think it helps to have
the background knowledge of why it's important for the city for everyone
involved (Parent 5, personal communication, October 9, 2018).
P4 also addressed the need for a fully articulated curriculum:
It really is a great educational experience. I think without that without
having somebody lead them that is taking them through things and
teaching them real things it wouldn't be the same and I'm not sure what
kind of an educational standards that would be. But if you're really
wrapping it into an educational program that's planned out well thought
out and well executed it's fantastic (Parent 4, personal communication,
October 2, 2018).
One parent noted in her interview how the curriculum had influenced the level of
pride her child felt.
P6 shared this anecdote when answering question 6:
And for [name of child omitted] when she went to Cherokee Street she
said something about ‘those kids.’ And I said, ‘You realize those Latino
kids you are a Latino kid, kiddo. Like you're Mexican. That it's not
different. You live in a different neighborhood and you go to a different
school. All true. But you you culturally are growing up with very similar
things.’ And I thought that was really important for her because she
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actually had some pride in that once we talked about it as opposed to sort
of feeling embarrassed. So I know last year there was a lot of things that
were said about her being Mexican that made her feel very embarrassed.
And this year it turned into a positive. And I don't think that a standard
curriculum does that for a kid like her. Right? So she's biracial. Very
confusing in terms of her identity. And so these things give her pride
(Parent 6, personal communication, December 6, 2018).
Table 7 summarizes the comments from the adults interviewed that relate directly
to the impact of the curriculum. Participants are identified with their quote and reference
to the specific question number is provided (Appendix A).
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Table 7
Impact Quotes
Participant

Response
to
Question

Quote

SF1

7

And so I think this is just a great opportunity for our kids to have the ability to get
out of that pocket and they have it like last past childhood. Have it last past that so
that it can really impact them as future decision makers. You know I think a lot of
our kids are going to be in you know be in pretty important positions moving
forward and so I think it’ll it’ll allow them to have that kind of view when they’re
making big decisions I think for the area.

CM1

5

Really inspired that these kids are learning what they’re learning…these are seeds
that are being planted in them now that are gonna who knows where that’s gonna
take them having this understanding of the city and this, the things that its its
challenges and also things we should celebrate and that was really cook to be part
of. And I wasn’t expecting that on that first tour. That was a really neat experience.

P2

7

So I just hoped that they would love St. Louis. And I think every kid that did it
showed that through the pictures through the art…You know you want your kids to
be proud of where they’re from. And I think every kid from that was very proud to
be like from St. Louis.

SF2

3

I think it’s one of the exciting things about having the opportunity to teach the
curriculum is that I’m learning something new all of the time about the city that I
have lived in and called home for the majority of my my life.

CM2

5

Oh I loved the field trip because I learned just as much from those trips as
hopefully the kids do because you get to experience things through the kids’ lens,
through their eyes. You get to see things from a more objective point of view. It
forces me to kind of perceive things from their vantage point and it makes it all the
more exciting to me actually.

P2

5

I know we started venturing out into more places to eat in the city because of what
she was talking about.

P3

8

I actually learned some things myself about different neighborhoods. Even though
I was born and raised here in St. Louis…And then it made me want to want to
venture into those neighborhoods again.

P6

6

P6

9

So I loved having him visit neighborhoods that I visited or that I had family
members that worked in or grew up in or lived in. I thought it was a great
connection to my past.
He loved it. I loved listening to him talk about places that he had been to that he
thought were brand new or he thought that nobody had ever been to. I loved
listening to him explain to you know to me or to other family members you know
‘Oh my gosh we went here and did you know they make sausage?’ And it’s like
yeah of course. We’re like yeah of course we knew that we have been there a
hundred times. But again, you know we take some of these things for granted and
we don’t realize that nobody had ever taken him there. So, it was nice listening to
how excited he was feeling like he explored something that we had never seen
before.

SF5

8

I think the thing that I didn’t realize would be so positive was the adult interactions
with the neighborhoods. I mean you focus on this you think about the kids. But but
I think our parents grew just as much as the children. Many of the parents I don’t
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want to overgeneralize but many of the parents really looked forward to these
events and I think they gained some of the goals that we had for the children or the
team had for the children the parents experienced as well. So that was that was
exciting.
P5

10

Yes. If it's taught the right way. If it's expressed to them the importance of why
they're doing it. You know just going somewhere and not knowing why it's
important and not being used to soak in all of the things that are important about
the place you're going is fine but I think it helps to have the background knowledge
of why it's important for the city for everyone involved.

P4

10

It really is a great educational experience. I think without that without having
somebody lead them that is taking them through things and teaching them real
things it wouldn't be the same and I'm not sure what kind of an educational
standards that would be. But if you're really wrapping it into an educational
program that's planned out well thought out and well executed it's fantastic.

P6

6

And for [name of child omitted] when she went to Cherokee Street she said
something about "those kids." And I said, "You realize those Latino kids you are a
Latino kid, kiddo. Like you're Mexican. That it's not different. You live in a
different neighborhood and you go to a different school. All true. But you you
culturally are growing up with very similar things.” And I thought that was really
important for her because she actually had some pride in that once we talked about
it as opposed to sort of feeling embarrassed. So I know last year there was a lot of
things that were said about her being Mexican that made her feel very
embarrassed. And this year it turned into a positive. And I don't think that a
standard curriculum does that for a kid like her. Right? So she's biracial. Very
confusing in terms of her identity. And so these things give her pride.

The variety of statements which referencing positive impact by adults serving in
the roles of school faculty/staff, community members, and parents demonstrated the
power of the curriculum and field trips. There were comments regarding the impact at
both a student level and an adult level. While the curriculum was designed with the core
intention of having an impact on the students, there was an additional hope that the
experiences had by the students would be transferred to the parent community as well.
The one-on-one interviews demonstrated that the impact was on parents who both
attended and did not attend the field trips. This transfer of knowledge and the clear
emotions that some parents felt, spoke to the true strength of this type of curriculum.
Museum educators often look for ways in which they can extend the learning and
experiences of visitors beyond the walls of the museum (Simon, 2010). In many ways,
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the neighborhoods the students visited mimic museums and other cultural institutions as
they are hubs of history and place based learning. By applying some of the same
principles as museum educators, the students were able to transfer their learning to their
parents. When students shared their experiences on the field trips and the information
learned in classroom lessons, the curriculum transcended the walls of the school and went
into the home.
P2 noted the impact of the photographs in their ability to express the students’
love of St. Louis. The photographs were another example of how the learning and
experiences of the students transcended the walls of the school and into the larger
community. The exhibition at the Sheldon Art Gallery included their photographs,
writings, and drawings. It was the students’ way of expressing their growing knowledge
with other children and adults who were not part of the experience in a way that was
unique to each individual child. The impact of the curriculum was in this way, far
reaching.
Perception. Perception of neighborhoods and St. Louis as a whole was mentioned
by 11 of the 15 adults interviewed. Several of the comments were focused on the negative
perception of those from outside the community looking in and what that does to the city
as a whole.
SF3 noted in response to question 11 regarding the biggest problem facing St.
Louis today:
I think one is reputation. We’re consistently high on the most dangerous
city things and so I think other people look at that and may be turned off. I
think certain crime areas that maybe have higher crime then lead people to
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think that you know make blanket statements about huge areas of the city
or people who live there that are not always fair (School Faculty 3,
personal communication, September 10, 2018).
P1 also mentioned the events that have recently happened in the city and how
others outside the St. Louis community perceive the city:
I think I think when people hear St. Louis at least my family who’s out of
St. Louis thinks about racism and all that has happened in the past few
years and I think it’s giving us I think it’s it’s deterring St. Louis from
where we need to go (Parent 1, personal communication, September 13,
2018).
The comments regarding perception also included a focus on the internal
perception of residents. CM2 responded to question 4 about the Cherokee Street area,
“You know you’d hear about these experimental art shows and it’d be like no man’s land.
There was a sense of danger about Cherokee Street because it wasn’t as established as
these other popular urban neighborhoods” (Community Member 2, personal
communication, July 10, 2018). These negative feelings and self-perception are not new
to St. Louis, and there are many reasons for their existence. However, several adults in
their interviews noted how at times, this perception is actually a misperception.
P6 answered question 5 by saying:
I think people who live in the county are afraid to come in the city. I don’t
think they understand how family friendly some neighborhoods are and
aspects of neighborhoods are so I would love neighborhoods and
municipalities just to communicate more. Maybe market themselves more.
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You know create events—family friendly events that would draw people
in so that those people could see what those neighborhoods have to offer
(Parent 6, personal communication, September 20, 2018).
Additionally, three adults referenced the fact that the negative perception can
outweigh or overshadow any good that is happening in these areas.
SF5 suggested in response to question 10:
I think there needs to be an area of focus on the beauty that’s a part of all
of these neighborhoods as well. I think we tend to focus on the work that
needs to be done and there’s plenty of work but there’s already plenty of
work that’s being done in different neighborhoods that we don’t highlight
and maybe celebrating that and focusing on that as well would inspire
more work to happen (School Faculty 5, personal communication, July 11,
2018).
P3 agreed with this sentiment in question 5 when she said:
I think if people were willing to kind of venture outside of their comfort
zone and get to know the people from those neighborhoods and not just
rely on what they see on the news or what the negativity that they see on
the news. I think that they would find that people in different
neighborhoods were just like them even though that they may have
different socioeconomic situations or their families might not look just like
your family but if you just kinda reach out and talk to people get to know
people that you’ll find that you’ll have a lot more in common that you do
different (Parent 3, personal communication, October 3, 2018).
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P7 noted the international perception of St. Louis in her response to question 3:
I wish more people knew positive things about St. Louis. I travel
internationally often, and have found people associate St. Louis with
Ferguson riots, a high murder rate, and humidity. We have more to offer.
Low cost of living, central location, rich history, architecture…to name a
few (Parent 7, email communication, October 11, 2018).
Table 8 summarizes the comments from the adults interviewed that relate directly
to perception of areas, people, or the city as a whole. Participants are identified with their
quote and reference to the specific question number is provided (Appendix A).
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Participant
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Quote

SF3

11

I think one is reputation. We’re consistently high on the most dangerous
city things and so I think other people look at that and may be turned
off. I think certain crime areas that maybe have higher crime then lead
people to think that you know make blanket statements about huge areas
of the city or people who live there that are not always fair.

P1

11

I think I think when people hear St. Louis at least my family who’s out
of St. Louis thinks about racism and all that has happened in the past
few years and I think it’s giving us I think it’s it’s deterring St. Louis
from where we need to go.

CM2

4

You know you’d hear about these experimental art shows and it’d be
like no man’s land. There was a sense of danger about about Cherokee
Street because it wasn’t as established as these other popular urban
neighborhoods.

P6

5

I think people who live in the county are afraid to come in the city. I
don’t think they understand how family friendly some neighborhoods
are and aspects of neighborhoods are so I would love neighborhoods
and municipalities just to communicate more. Maybe market themselves
more. You know create events—family friendly events that would draw
people in so that those people could see what those neighborhoods have
to offer.

SF5

10

I think there needs to be an area of focus on the beauty that’s a part of
all of these neighborhoods as well. I think we tend to focus on the work
that needs to be done and there’s plenty of work but there’s already
plenty of work that’s being done in different neighborhoods that we
don’t highlight and maybe celebrating that and focusing on that as well
would inspire more work to happen.

P3

5

I think if people were willing to kind of venture outside of their comfort
zone and get to know the people from those neighborhoods and not just
rely on what they see on the news or what the negativity that they see on
the news. I think that they would find that people in different
neighborhoods were just like them even though that they may have
different socioeconomic situations or their families might not look just
like your family but if you just kinda reach out and talk to people get to
know people that you’ll find that you’ll have a lot more in common that
you do different.

P7

3

I wish more people knew positive things about St. Louis. I travel
internationally often, and have found people associate St. Louis with
Ferguson riots, a high murder rate, and humidity. We have more to
offer. Low cost of living, central location, rich history, architecture…to
name a few.
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The large majority of the adults interviewed noted the role that perception plays in
the identity of St. Louis. The long history of segregation in this city continues to impact
the ways in which residents and non-residents view St. Louis. There are many stigmas
and assumptions made about different neighborhoods and groups of people. The news in
particular highlights the dangers of specific neighborhoods which impacts people’s
desires to visit those communities. This neighborhood curriculum was specifically
designed to bring students and their families in contact with neighborhoods that are new
or less frequented by this student body population. As noted in the impact results, a key
component of the success or failure of this curriculum was its ability to change the
perception of both the students and their families.
The negative perception of some areas is based on hearsay, and as one parent
mentioned, one will not know the true state of a neighborhood until they venture there. In
recent years, the local and national news have covered major racial controversies of white
police officers killing black men. Michael Brown and Anthony Lamar Smith are two of
these major cases, which brought the attention of the national news outlets. After both
white police officers were released and either not indicted or found not guilty, many
protests erupted throughout the city. Some of these protests ended in property damage
and violence, which was widely publicized. Because of this, those outside of St. Louis,
and some residents of St. Louis began to view the city as a dangerous place. News
headlines also have in the past, and continue to highlight St. Louis’s crime rates, which
also give people a negative perception of the city.
While some of the crime and safety concerns are valid, the ways in which they are
publicized do little to help build up the communities. They also do not highlight the
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positive aspects of the communities. The neighborhoods the students visited all to a
certain degree have levels of crime. However, the students and the adult chaperones had
the opportunity to see the more positive side of these neighborhoods and those that live or
work there. They had the opportunity to respond to those that have only negative
perceptions with a response of, “Yes, but…” The ability to provide a seven-year-old
student with the knowledge to counter an adult’s viewpoint with facts is extremely
powerful and what this city so desperately needs in order to move forward.
Diversity. Diversity was referenced in twelve comments by 9 of the 15 adults
interviewed. The comments noted the diversity of the people and diversity of perspective.
Of the 12 comments, nine of them specifically noted the existence of diversity in St.
Louis in a positive light. SF1 remarked in question 11, “St. Louis can for the better it can
be a more vibrant open tolerant accepting city. You know I think maybe having the
neighborhoods that St. Louis has gives it that really amazing diverse identity” (School
Faculty 1, personal communication, July 10, 2018). Specifically speaking about
University City, CM1 answered question 2 noting, “It is so diverse and it is I mean not
just again not simp- not simply diverse along racial lines but along cultural lines and
religious lines and socio-economic. It’s just a beautiful mix of everything there”
(Community Member 1, personal communication, July 9, 2018). CM2 also spoke
specifically to the diversity of one neighborhood, Cherokee Street, when stating in
response to question 2, “Extremely diverse population in the in the neighboring streets, a
diverse business district with a lot of your daily amenities that you would need to live in a
city neighborhood” (Community Member 2, personal communication, July 10, 2018).
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The importance of the curriculum in its ability to expose students to the diversity
that exists in the city was noted by both school faculty and parents.
SF2 in response to question 7:
I think I was exposed to a variety of communities growing up and I think
my perceptions and understanding of the world benefited from that from
having a variety of perspectives and I hope that their world will be
broadened and they will benefit from being exposed to a community that's
broader than just their own (School Faculty 2, personal communication,
July 26, 2018).
P1 shared her biggest hope for her daughter was that she gains:
A better understanding of diversity and how other people in the city live.
We are pretty insulated where we live. So it’s good to open my daughter’s
eyes and see what else is out there and see all the good that is out there all
throughout our city (Parent 1, personal communication, September 13,
2018).
P2 encouraged other schools to participate in the curriculum in order to fully
appreciate the concept of diversity. He remarked:
I can't imagine a more enriching experience at that age for learning about
where they're growing up and also giving them the awareness of the
people around them and how in our society nowadays with the challenges
that we face giving kids an understanding of who they are who other
people are and and having empathy for others and also valuing or not
valuing where they are growing up” (Parent 2, personal communication,
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September 26, 2018).
Table 9 summarizes the comments from the adults interviewed that relate directly
to diversity in St. Louis. Participants are identified with their quote and reference to the
specific question number is provided (Appendix A).
Table 9
Diversity Quotes
Participant

Response to
Question
SF1 11

Quote
St. Louis can for the better it can be a more vibrant open tolerant
accepting city. You know I think maybe having the
neighborhoods that St. Louis has gives it that really amazing
diverse identity.

CM1 2

It is so diverse and it is I mean not just again not simp- not simply
diverse along racial lines but along cultural lines and religious
lines and socio-economic. It’s just a beautiful mix of everything
there.

CM2 2

Extremely diverse population in the in the neighboring streets, a
diverse business district with a lot of your daily amenities that
you would need to live in a city neighborhood.

SF2 7

I think I was exposed to a variety of communities growing up and
I think my perceptions and understanding of the world benefited
from that from having a variety of perspectives and I hope that
their world will be broadened and they will benefit from being
exposed to a community that's broader than just their own.

P1 7

A better understanding of diversity and how other people in the
city live. We are pretty insulated where we live. So it’s good to
open my daughter’s eyes and see what else is out there and see all
the good that is out there all throughout our city.

P2 10

I can't imagine a more enriching experience at that age for
learning about where they're growing up and also giving them the
awareness of the people around them and how in our society
nowadays with the challenges that we face giving kids an
understanding of who they are who other people are and and
having empathy for others and also valuing or not valuing where
they are growing up.
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The topic of diversity was mentioned by the majority of adults interviewed, which
gave it a level of importance in this curriculum and within the larger discussion of St.
Louis. The basis of the curriculum was that due to the history of segregation in St. Louis
over an extended period of time, a diverse group of neighborhoods still exists today.
While this can have a shocking and negative connotation, the responses from the adults
interviewed note the positive aspects of having this diverse group of neighborhoods to
explore and study. P1 hoped that her daughter would be able to appreciate how others in
the city live and experience their neighborhoods in order to value the good that exists.
This hope directly contrasts her earlier comment regarding how those outside of St. Louis
have such negative perceptions of the city. This parent wanted something more for her
child.
SF2 also placed value on having the children gain a better understanding of the
larger world by participating in this curriculum. Their ability to view the city from the
perspective of others is a skill that can transfer to other environments later in their
schooling and as adults. This is also a skill that is so desperately needed in the St. Louis
community. Much of the strife and division that exists in our city derives from a fear of
others and an inability to see things from their perspective. To be able to teach this skill
to some of our youngest citizens is essential for growth and progress in the future.
Division. Division within the city and community was mentioned an
overwhelming number of 20 times within the adult interviews. Eleven of the 15 adults
interviewed noted it in response to a variety of questions, with some referencing it two or
three times. The division expressed by the adults interviewed all viewed it as a negative
aspect of St. Louis.
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SF1 responded to question 11 stating:
I do think with Ferguson in particular I think that shed a very direct light
on a lot of very very clear indistinguishable levels of disparity that the city
still has. I think that was a very clear national spotlight on those long
historical issues that St. Louis has (School Faculty 1, personal
communication, July 10, 2018).
SF5 shared his belief in question 3 that the problem of the division in St. Louis
needs to be addressed:
But I think there is a divide in St. Louis that I'm becoming more aware of.
And I think that needs to I mean I wish more people knew that and could
help do something about that or use their their ability to address some of
those concerns that it I've never lived in a city where the divide has been
sort of out there but not talked about and then when it's talked about it
seems to be like this wound that opens up and big which it should be but
big conversations that happen but everyone's initial piece is you know St.
Louis is you know it's great for families it's great for this. It's great for
some families and I fell into that category and I found you know the free
stuff in Forest Park and I lived in that dreamland for a bit…But I think we
don’t address everything that needs to be addressed about the city
(School Faculty 5, personal communication, July 11, 2018).
The division between St. Louis City and St. Louis County was commented on
multiple times as being a source of negativity. P5 responded to question 4 noting the way
St. Louis is unique in a negative way, “Our city’s unique and interesting because we’re so
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spread out over the county and the city are separate” (Parent 5, personal communication,
October 9, 2018).
P2 answered question 5 saying that people need to cross the city/county divide:
I just think there needs to be there need to be more things happening in
different places around the community that everyone's apart of. And I
don't necessarily know if that happens. Like if you're in Clayton you're
going to do your thing in Clayton and that's that. I don't necessarily I don't
think that's the best way to handle you know if you if you want to get
people to explore the county and the city you need to get them in and out
of the county and city more frequently (Parent 2, personal communication,
September 26, 2018).
SF5 in question 4 said:
I think the uniqueness of the division of the city and the county I've not
experienced that before and when I hear about the history of the funding
and the divorce of the city from the county that just seems different and
unique maybe not unique in a good way but it's I've just not experienced
that in a city (School Faculty 5, personal communication, July 11, 2018).
One parent noted how the division is affecting the economy. P5 shared in question
13 that from his perspective, the biggest problem facing the city today is what has long
been termed “white flight” in St. Louis:
The continued flight out of St. Louis downtown. You know businesses are
moving to Clayton. People continue to push further and further west past
St. Charles even and still commuting into you know parts of St. Louis. So
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we just need to make St. Louis a city again. We need to make it unified.
We need to make it attractive to businesses to people. And that only
happens when you know people come together. And you know this
division is taken away. There's too much division in our city” (Parent 5,
personal communication, October 9, 2018).
Table 10 summarizes the comments from the adults interviewed that relate
directly to the division that exists in St. Louis. Participants are identified with their quote
and reference to the specific question number is provided (Appendix A).
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Table 10
Division Quotes
Participant
SF1

Response to
Question
11

Quote

SF5

3

But I think there is a divide in St. Louis that I'm becoming more
aware of. And I think that needs to I mean I wish more people knew
that and could help do something about that or use their their ability
to address some of those concerns that it I've never lived in a city
where the divide has been sort of out there but not talked about and
then when it's talked about it seems to be like this wound that opens
up and big which it should be but big conversations that happen but
everyone's initial piece is you know St. Louis is you know it's great
for families it's great for this. It's great for some families and I fell
into that category and I found you know the free stuff in Forest Park
and I lived in that dreamland for a bit…But I think we don’t address
everything that needs to be addressed about the city.

P5

4

Our city’s unique and interested because we’re so spread out over
the county and the city are separate.

P2

5

I just think there needs to be there need to be more things happening
in different places around the community that everyone's apart of.
And I don't necessarily know if that happens. Like if you're in
Clayton you're going to do your thing in Clayton and that's that. I
don't necessarily I don't think that's the best way to handle you know
if you if you want to get people to explore the county and the city
you need to get them in and out of the county and city more
frequently.

SF5

4

I think the uniqueness of the division of the city and the county I've
not experienced that before and when I hear about the history of the
funding and the divorce of the city from the county that just seems
different and unique maybe not unique in a good way but it's I've just
not experienced that in a city.

P5

13

The continued flight out of St. Louis downtown. You know
businesses are moving to Clayton. People continue to push further
and further west past St. Charles even and still commuting into you
know parts of St. Louis. So we just need to make St. Louis a city
again. We need to make it unified. We need to make it attractive to
businesses to people. And that only happens when you know people
come together. And you know this division is taken away. There's
too much division in our city.

I do think with Ferguson in particular I think that shed a very direct
light on a lot of very very clear indistinguishable levels of disparity
that the city still has. I think that was a very clear national spotlight
on those long historical issues that St. Louis has.
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There is a deep-seated history of division that exists within St. Louis. The
neighborhoods the students study are part of this legacy of separation. Each historical
neighborhood has its own unique cultural identity because the groups which founded
them were intentionally kept segregated from others. The responses from the adults in the
one-on-one interviews touch on this division that can still be seen today. A large source
of the continued divide exists from the aftermath of the 1948 case of Shelley vs.
Kraemer, which started in The Ville neighborhood here in St. Louis (Wright, 2001).
When African-Americans were allowed to move into other areas of the city, whites began
to move further out into what is now termed “the county.” This continued flight of people
out of the city and further into the county continues the divide.
The recent events that have enlisted national news coverage, especially
“Ferguson”, have brought this division to the headlines. The adults shared their
overwhelming opinions that the division of people, neighborhoods, and economics are
very real and felt throughout the St. Louis community, yet more needs to be done. Many
of the comments in these interviews called for unity and a coming together. This is a
sentiment that is oftentimes mirrored in political speeches and the words of local
activists. However, in none of the adult one-on-one interviews did anyone suggest a
tangible way to close this divide. The call for unity is strong, but it has to start from direct
actions.
Student Interviews. Thirteen students were interviewed from those who
participated in the curriculum. Six were boys and seven were girls. Eight students are
identified as being white, one student Indian, two students African-American, and two
students Chinese. In terms of academic performance, according to the learning support
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specialist and grade level teachers, three students performed low, seven students
performed medium, and three students performed high. All students were given the same
interview questions and used The Hill neighborhood as a focal point (Appendix A). Table
11 summarizes the students interviewed and provides the descriptors of gender, ethnicity,
and academic performance.
In order to analyze this data source, I decided to separate the interviews into
responses by question. While the adult interviews were presented based on themes, the
students’ responses were much more succinct and directed at giving information solely
for the exact question that was asked. To analyze the student interviews, I went through
each student’s responses question to each question. I then went onto the next question
and repeated the process. For the adult interviews, I looked for themes indicated by the
data; however, for the student interviews, I checked for accuracy in their response to the
question. This allowed me to use the student interviews in part as an assessment of
knowledge on the part of the individual. The final question in the student interviews was
different as it allowed the students to share their personal opinion. For this question, I
coded the student responses as a positive or negative depending on whether or not they
would recommend the neighborhood to others rather than as being correct or incorrect.
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Table 11
Descriptors of Students Interviewed

Participant
S1
S2
S3
S4
S5
S6
S7
S8
S9
S10
S11
S12
S13

Gender

Ethnicity

Academic Performance

F
F
F
F
M
F
F
M
M
M
M
M
F

White
Chinese
White
Indian
White
African-American
African-American
White
White
White
Chinese
White
White

Medium
Medium
Medium
High
Medium
Low
Low
Medium
High
Medium
High
Low
Medium

What are the things a community needs in order to succeed? Nine of the
students interviewed were able to successfully identify the three core pieces the
curriculum identified as being needed in order for a community to thrive and be
successful. S4 commented, “They need jobs, and they need lots of healthcare, and they
need education. And they need that because those are what you need to survive” (Student
4, personal communication, December 18, 2018). Another student listed the three, “Jobs,
healthcare, education” (Student 7, personal communication, December 18, 2018). S8 was
able to successfully identify two needed areas, “Jobs and health, healthy stuff. And I
don’t really remember the other one” (Student 8, personal communication, December 19,
2018). S12 identified three important aspects; however, they were not the ones focused
on in the curriculum. “They need food, a home and shops” (Student 12, personal
communication, December 19, 2018).
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The majority of students were able to identify the three things a community needs
in order to succeed as identified in the curriculum. Three students had more difficulty
with this answer. A few students later in the interview wove the three aspects into their
answers to the third question of what people did in the neighborhood to make it
successful. This demonstrated their ability to understand the internal needs of a
community and its role in supporting residents. It also was an example of their ability to
understand infrastructure.
Who settled in this neighborhood and why? Eight students were able to answer
both parts of this question.
S1 stated:
The Italian people and they settled in the neighborhood because they the
money there wasn’t strong enough and they didn’t have enough of it to
live there. So the president or just a ruler said ‘Maybe you should go to the
United States. I bet it’s better there’ (Student 1, personal communication,
December 18, 2018).
Another student responded, “The Italians because at that time in the Italian
neighborhood they didn’t have enough jobs and enough money to support their country”
(Student 2, personal communication, December 18, 2018). A third student noted, “The
Italians because at the point Italy wasn’t a safe place for them to live. So the government
said, ‘Oh like go out and find a new home’” (Student 11, personal communication,
December 19, 2018). Four students were able to identify the Italians as the group of
people that settled in the neighborhood; however, they were not able to give the reason
why. One student responded with the names of specific people who lived in the
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neighborhood. “They the people settled there were Yogi Berra, Jack Buck and Joe
Garagiola. And they all lived on Elizabeth Avenue” (Student 4, personal communication,
December 18, 2018). While this information is factual, it deviated from the main idea
behind the question. The question was rephrased and she gave further details, “Because
everyone else was saying, ‘You can’t come to our community. You can’t come to our
neighborhood.’ And they pushed them out into The Hill” (Student 4, personal
communication, December 18, 2018).
Twelve of the students were able to identify the Italians as the predominant group
of people that settled in this neighborhood. However, for four students, articulating the
reason why this specific area was chosen by this group of people was more difficult.
Seven of the students commented on the economic difficulties in Italy being the reason
behind why the Italians moved to the United States. One student articulated that this
particular group of people was not welcome in other areas of St. Louis. While S4 did not
initially answer the question in the way I anticipated, her comment did reflect a deeper
level of understanding of the curriculum and some of the key people who settled in the
neighborhood. After the question was rephrased using different language, she responded
differently.
What did the people in the neighborhood do to make it successful? All thirteen
students were able to give at least one example of something the people in the
neighborhood did to make it successful. Some of the responses focused on infrastructure.
S6 commented, “They got jobs and the one of their jobs was working in the clay factory.
And under The Hill there’s clay mines” (Student 6, personal communication, December
18, 2018). S9 responded, “They built a lot of like companies and building and food
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restaurants and churches” (Student 9, personal communication, December 19, 2018). S11
noted how the essence of the community was developed, “And they made the churchchurches for the community to come together” (Student 11, personal communication,
December 19, 2018). S13 also reflected on the idea of collaboration, “Well they to make
it successful they worked as a community to build a bunch of jobs and stuff to make it a
better home for them” (Student 13, personal communication, December 19, 2018).
The students gave a variety of answers as to what the people in the neighborhood
did to make it successful. Several responses noted how the themes of jobs, healthcare,
and education related to the development of the neighborhood. The diversity of answers
also provided a clearer understanding of what the students identified as being indicators
of success. The responses varied from economic and infrastructure to a sense of
belonging and community. These concepts of success were applied to all of the
neighborhoods the students explored and provided a basis for determining whether
current decisions at government level would likely be deemed successful.
How did the culture of the immigrants shape the neighborhood, then and now?
Seven students were able to give answers that identified aspects of the Italian culture in
the neighborhood. S3 responded, “They made it so they made it like a little Italy. They
made more stores. And well they made it like it’s their actual home” (Student 3, personal
communication, December 18, 2018). Another student commented on how aspects of
Italian culture are visible in the neighborhood. S4 noted, “They put signs that literally
said ‘The Hill’ with Italian colors on it. They painted the fire hydrants red, white and
green. The restaurants had Italian names and Italian foods and everything there was just
Italian” (Student 4, personal communication, December 18, 2018). Six students were not
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able to answer the question. Four of those students gave responses such as, “I don’t
know” (Student 7, personal communication, December 19, 2018). Two of the students
who did not successfully answer the question did try; however, their responses lacked the
critical information. S5 stated, “There were a lot of people who liked baseball there. So
they decided to go play baseball at the professional league and ever since that happened a
lot more people have been doing sports from at The Hill” (Student 5, personal
communication, December 18, 2018).
Several of the students noted the influences of food and the types of goods
provided within the neighborhood. One student noted that the people tried to make the
community more like Italy. The mention of Italian still being spoken today in the
neighborhood provided an example of how the students perceived the interactions with
the community members. Others noted the names of streets, business, and restaurants in
Italian, which was not a particular note by the teachers on the field trip. It was an
example of how the students were able to observe aspects on their own.
Overall, this proved to be the most challenging question for the students to
answer. The question was rephrased for five students due to confusion regarding the
language used in the question. Further investigations would be helpful to see if rephrasing
the question and explicitly asking about the Italian culture in the neighborhood would
prove more fruitful.
Who are key people from the neighborhood and what did they do to help the
neighborhood grow? Three students were able to name all of the key people studied
during this unit and give a description of their history.
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S6 said:
The key people were Jack Buck, Joe Garagiola and Yogi Berra. Jack Buck
was a sports announcer for baseball and hockey football and other sports.
And Yogi Berra played baseball. He was on the Yankees for 19 years but
then he got fired and then he was The Mets. But then the Yankees wanted
him on his team again but he got fired again and he was on the Mets. And
Joe Garagiola was on the Cardinals. And when he was 15 he snuck up and
got and then on the team. And Joe Garagiola was also a sports announcer
for baseball (Student 6, personal communication, December 18, 2018).
Six students identified at least one key person from the neighborhood. S2 said,
“Joe Garagiola went in the Hall of Fame two times by telling people not to chew tobacco
when they were playing baseball. And also once because he was a really good sports
reporter” (Student 2, personal communication, December 18, 2018). Four students were
not able to identify any key people from the neighborhood.
Most of the dialogue in the interviews was after this question. The detail to which
some students remembered facts about the lives of three notable people from the
neighborhood was interesting to hear. S6, who is very reluctant to participate in
discussions in the classroom and often gives incomplete answers, recalled in extreme
detail facts about the lives of Yogi Berra, Jack Buck, and Joe Garigiola. This was
noteworthy to observe since it deviated from her typical academic performance. The
students appeared to have been deeply interested in learning more about the lives of
people who lived in the neighborhood and their experiences. This could help guide the
curriculum for this particular group of students throughout the rest of the year. However,
the second part of the question asked the students to describe what these key people did
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to help the neighborhood grow. This was difficult for the students to answer as the
selected key people for this particular neighborhood while famous, did not provide much
assistance in the area of helping the neighborhood grow. Key people from other
neighborhoods the students study would have provided more depth to this part of the
question.
Do you think people in St. Louis should learn about this neighborhood? What
would you want them to know?All 13 students stated that they think people in St. Louis
should learn about The Hill neighborhood. All of the students interviewed gave different
responses to what they would want others to know about the neighborhood. S12
commented, “I would want them to know why the Italians move here. And too how they
succeeded in life” (Student 12, personal communication, December 19, 2018). S4 talked
about what people might observe if they visited The Hill, “Yes, people from here should
learn about The Hill and I think they should know that when you go there there will be a
lot of Italian and Italian language and that they really stick to their religion” (Student 4,
personal communication, December 18, 2018).
S1 also shared some of the places and things visitors might see or find interesting:
I think they should learn about the neighborhood because there’s a few
exciting things there like you could see the houses that Jack Buck, Joe
Garagiola, and Yogi Berra lived in. And you can also see ‘Chocolate,
Chocolate, Chocolate’ and there’s a lot of interesting stuff there (Student
1, personal communication, December 18, 2018).
All of the students stated that they believe people in St. Louis should learn about
The Hill neighborhood. For young children to state the importance of a small community
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in their city was remarkable. Perhaps even more powerful was the diversity of comments
from the students regarding what they would want people to know about the
neighborhood. One student, as discussed in the interview with P6, was so struck by the
field trip to The Hill that she took her grandmother and acted as a tour guide. She walked
her around and shared with her the facts that she wanted her to know. In this way, the
learning of the student was truly transferred to someone outside of the school community.
As an educator, I had goals for what I hoped and wanted the students to learn
through these experiences. The range in responses allowed me to see what truly impacted
them, so that almost a month after visiting the neighborhood and learning about it in the
classroom, these thoughts were what they still had simmering at the surface. These
thoughts were what they would share with others when asked about The Hill.
There were a variety of responses from the students, and some proved to be
difficult for some of them. Further investigations could be done immediately following
the last day of the unit to see how much information the students retained immediately
versus over a period of one month. It should also be noted that half of the students receive
Social Studies instruction from a teacher who is not the researcher. Some researcher bias
might have impacted the lessons and information I communicated to the students in my
classroom versus the other teacher. Additionally, the students in my classroom might
have felt more comfortable and accustomed to answering questions from me than the
students in the other homeroom section.
Quantitative
At the end of the 2017-2018 school year, parents of students who had participated in
the yearlong Social Studies curriculum were asked to partake in an anonymous survey
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about the likelihood they were to visit the neighborhoods before and after their child
participated in the curriculum. A total of 44 families were invited to participate in the
anonymous survey. One parent from 17 families agreed to participate and completed the
survey (Appendix C). Fourteen of the parents identified as female and three identified as
male. One parent was below the age of 35, 12 parents were 35-45, and four parents were
over 45 years old. Three parents lived in St. Louis City and fourteen parents lived in St.
Louis County. The average parent who responded was a female thirty-five to forty-five
years old who lived in St. Louis County.
For analysis, each of the 6 neighborhoods was analyzed separately. Each survey was
randomly assigned a number, and tables were created in Microsoft Excel. I then found the
average and mode for each response, and the potential increase from pre- to postcurriculum experience. Using SAS, A t-test was run on each of the pre- and postcurriculum responses by each parent to the individual neighborhood to check for
statistical significance.
Questions 4 and 10 referred to Downtown St. Louis, questions 5 and 11 to Soulard, 6
and 12 to The Hill, 7 and 13 to The Ville, 8 and 14 to University City, and 9 and 15 to
Cherokee Street. I observed there was an overall increase in the likelihood that parents
would visit the neighborhoods after their children participated in the curriculum and
visited the neighborhoods. I interpreted this to mean that due to the exposure of the
children and their experiences, the parents felt more comfortable venturing into these
areas.
Three responses showed a decrease in the likelihood that the parent would visit a
specific neighborhood. Due to the small number of parents who responded this way, I
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believe this is simple error in which parents did not take note of their pre-field trip score
in order to indicate an actual intentional change in the score.
Downtown and University City had the smallest increase in the likelihood that parents
would visit them; however, I interpreted this to be because the school has a large number
of families that reside in University City. Of all the neighborhoods explored, this was the
closest to the school and within walking distance of the campus. It was the most familiar
to the families. Downtown has many attractions which would bring the families to the
area, especially sporting events, so many parents may have regularly visited this area of
St. Louis.
The Ville had the largest increase on the survey, with the average score changing
from two pre-field trip to five post-field trip. I interpreted this to be because many parents
were not familiar with The Ville’s very existence. After hearing about the places in the
neighborhood and having their child visit the area, they were then more likely to know of
places and important landmarks to explore.
All of the neighborhoods, with the exception of Downtown, had an average score of
five-strongly agree, after their child participated in the curriculum. I was very surprised
by this considering many of the families attend professional sporting events Downtown. I
was left wondering if parents included places like Busch Stadium and Enterprise Center
as part of Downtown. More research could be done to find out why this one
neighborhood had a different score.
Downtown. Questions 4 and 10 referred to the surveyor’s likelihood of visiting
the Downtown area before and after their child participated in the curriculum. Table 12
details each participant’s responses to the demographic questions and the pre- and post-
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curriculum. Overall, there was an average increase of 0.06 in the likelihood that families
were to visit Downtown after their child participated in the curriculum. However, it is
worth noting that the mode for question 4 was a 5, while the mode for question 10 was a
4. The average answer to question 4 was 4.41 and 4.47 for question 10.
Table 12
Downtown Parent Survey

Participant Gender
1
2
3
4
5
6
7
8
9
10
11
12
13
14
15
16
17
Average
Mode
Increase

2
2
2
1
2
2
2
2
2
1
2
2
1
2
2
2
2
1.82352941
2

Age

Location

Question 4

Question
10

1
2
3
2
2
2
2
2
2
2
2
2
3
2
3
3
2
2.17647059
2

1
2
2
2
2
2
2
2
2
2
2
2
2
2
1
2
1
1.82352941
2

5
3
4
4
4
4
4
5
5
5
5
4
5
5
5
4
4
4.41176471
5

5
4
4
5
4
4
4
5
4
5
5
4
5
5
5
4
4
4.47058824
4
0.05882353

A t-test was used to determine the statistical significance of the survey results for
Downtown. The t Value of the t-test was -0.57 with a p Value of <0.0001; therefore, the
test was statistically significant and it is unlikely that the results were due to chance
(Figure 20).
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Figure 20: T-test of Downtown Survey Responses
Soulard. Questions 5 and 11 referred to the surveyor’s likelihood of visiting the
Soulard neighborhood before and after their child participated in the curriculum. Table 13
details each participant’s responses to the demographic questions and the pre- and postcurriculum. Overall, there was an average increase of 0.82 in the likelihood that families
were to visit Soulard after their child participated in the curriculum. The mode for
question 5 was a 4, and the mode for question 11 was a 5. The average answer to question
5 was 3.65 and 4.47 for question 11.
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Table 13
Soulard Parent Survey

Participant Gender

Location

Question 5

1
2
3
2
2
2
2
2
2
2
2
2
3
2
3
3
2
2.17647059
2

1
2
2
2
2
2
2
2
2
2
2
2
2
2
1
2
1
1.82352941
2

5
3
3
4
3
1
4
4
3
5
3
4
5
2
5
4
4
3.64705882
4

Question
11

5
3
4
5
4
4
5
5
4
5
5
4
5
5
5
4
4
4.47058824
5
0.82352941
A t-test was used to determine the statistical significance of the survey results for

1
2
3
4
5
6
7
8
9
10
11
12
13
14
15
16
17
Average
Mode
Increase

2
2
2
1
2
2
2
2
2
1
2
2
1
2
2
2
2
1.82352941
2

Age

Soulard. The t Value of the t-test was -3.35 with a p Value of <0.0007; therefore, the test
was statistically significant and it is unlikely that the results were due to chance (Figure
21).
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Figure 21: T-test of Soulard Survey Responses
The Hill. Questions 6 and 12 referred to the surveyor’s likelihood of visiting The
Hill neighborhood before and after their child participated in the curriculum. Table 14
details each participant’s responses to the demographic questions and the pre- and postcurriculum. Overall, there was an average increase of 0.24 in the likelihood that families
were to visit The Hill after their child participated in the curriculum. The mode for
question 6 was a 5, and the mode for question 12 was a 5. The average answer to question
6 was 4.06 and 4.29 for question 12.
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Table 14
The Hill Parent Survey

Participant Gender
1
2
3
4
5
6
7
8
9
10
11
12
13
14
15
16
17
Average
Mode
Increase

2
2
2
1
2
2
2
2
2
1
2
2
1
2
2
2
2
1.82352941
2

Age

Location

Question 6

Question
12

1
2
3
2
2
2
2
2
2
2
2
2
3
2
3
3
2
2.17647059
2

1
2
2
2
2
2
2
2
2
2
2
2
2
2
1
2
1
1.82352941
2

5
5
3
4
4
3
5
3
4
5
4
3
5
5
5
4
2
4.05882353
5

5
5
3
5
4
4
5
4
4
5
5
3
5
5
5
4
2
4.29411765
5
0.23529412

A t-test was used to determine the statistical significance of the survey results for The
Hill. The t Value of the t-test was -2.22 with a p Value of <0.0001; therefore, the test was
statistically significant and it is unlikely that the results were due to chance (Figure 22).
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Figure 22: T-test of The Hill Survey Responses
The Ville. Questions 7 and 13 referred to the surveyor’s likelihood of visiting The
Ville neighborhood before and after their child participated in the curriculum. Table 15
details each participant’s responses to the demographic questions and the pre- and postcurriculum. Overall, there was an average increase of 1.47 in the likelihood that families
were to visit The Ville after their child participated in the curriculum. This was the
greatest overall increase of all the neighborhoods surveyed. The mode for question 7 was
a 2, and the mode for question 13 was a 5. The average answer to question 7 was 2.41
and 3.88 for question 13.
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Table 15
The Ville Parent Survey

Participant Gender
1
2
3
4
5
6
7
8
9
10
11
12
13
14
15
16
17
Average
Mode
Increase

2
2
2
1
2
2
2
2
2
1
2
2
1
2
2
2
2
1.82352941
2

Age

Location

Question 7

Question
13

1
2
3
2
2
2
2
2
2
2
2
2
3
2
3
3
2
2.17647059
2

1
2
2
2
2
2
2
2
2
2
2
2
2
2
1
2
1
1.82352941
2

3
3
1
3
2
1
3
2
2
2
1
3
2
2
5
2
4
2.41176471
2

5
4
4
3
2
2
5
3
5
5
5
3
2
5
5
4
4
3.88235294
5
1.47058824

A t-test was used to determine the statistical significance of the survey results for The
Ville. The t Value of the t-test was -4.41 with a p Value of <0.0184; therefore, the test
was statistically significant and it is unlikely that the results were due to chance (Figure
23).
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Figure 23: T-test of The Ville Survey Responses
University City. Questions 8 and 14 referred to the surveyor’s likelihood of
visiting the University City neighborhood before and after their child participated in the
curriculum. Table 16 details each participant’s responses to the demographic questions
and the pre- and post-curriculum. Overall, there was an average increase of 0.06 in the
likelihood that families were to visit University City after their child participated in the
curriculum. The mode for both question 8 and question 13 was a 5. The average answer
to question 8 was 4.53 and 4.59 for question 14.

FOSTERING CRITICAL AND CREATIVE THINKING

140

Table 16
University City Parent Survey

Participant Gender
1
2
3
4
5
6
7
8
9
10
11
12
13
14
15
16
17
Average
Mode
Increase

2
2
2
1
2
2
2
2
2
1
2
2
1
2
2
2
2
1.82352941
2

Age

Location

Question 8

Question
14

1
2
3
2
2
2
2
2
2
2
2
2
3
2
3
3
2
2.17647059
2

1
2
2
2
2
2
2
2
2
2
2
2
2
2
1
2
1
1.82352941
2

5
5
5
4
5
4
5
5
5
5
3
4
5
4
5
4
4
4.52941176
5

5
5
5
4
5
4
4
5
4
5
5
4
5
5
5
4
4
4.58823529
5
0.05882353

A t-test was used to determine the statistical significance of the survey results for
University City. The t Value of the t-test was -0.37 with a p Value of <0.0001; therefore,
the test was statistically significant and it is unlikely that the results were due to chance
(Figure 24).
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Figure 24: T-test of University City Survey Responses
Cherokee Street. Questions 9 and 15 referred to the surveyor’s likelihood of
visiting the Cherokee Street neighborhood before and after their child participated in the
curriculum. Table 17 details each participant’s responses to the demographic questions
and the pre- and post-curriculum. Overall, there was an average increase of 0.82 in the
likelihood that families were to visit Cherokee Street after their child participated in the
curriculum. The mode for question 9 was a 4, and the mode for question 15 was a 5. The
average answer to question 9 was 3.35 and 4.18 for question 15.
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Table 17
Cherokee Street Parent Survey

Participant Gender
1
2
3
4
5
6
7
8
9
10
11
12
13
14
15
16
17
Average
Mode
Increase

2
2
2
1
2
2
2
2
2
1
2
2
1
2
2
2
2
1.82352941
2

Age

Location

Question 9

Question
15

1
2
3
2
2
2
2
2
2
2
2
2
3
2
3
3
2
2.17647059
2

1
2
2
2
2
2
2
2
2
2
2
2
2
2
1
2
1
1.82352941
2

5
3
4
4
4
1
4
2
3
5
1
2
5
2
5
3
4
3.35294118
4

5
3
4
4
4
2
4
4
5
5
5
3
5
5
5
4
4
4.17647059
5
0.82352941

A t-test was used to determine the statistical significance of the survey results for
Cherokee Street. The t Value of the t-test was -2.75 with a p Value of <0.0002; therefore,
the test was statistically significant and it is unlikely that the results were due to chance
(Figure 25).
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Chapter 5: Discussion
Chapter 5 presents a teacher researcher reflection of the curriculum
implementation and the research experience. While Chapter 4 examines each individual
data source, Chapter 5 is a description of how the themes from all data sources lead to
three core themes. It is an opportunity to examine my perspective as both the teacher and
the researcher, offering a unique look into the merits and struggles of the curriculum. My
personal reflection is also provided, allowing the project to come full circle.
Connected Ideas
The research question guiding this study was, ‘how can students learn about the
diversity within the St. Louis community by studying and exploring historical
neighborhoods?’ During the data collection for this question, there were many themes
that the data pointed to, which were explored in-depth in Chapter 4. The data sources
clearly indicated an increase in student learning of the diversity within the St. Louis
community. The field notes, student writing, and student one-on-one interviews
demonstrate that young students are able to learn about and articulate this learning in a
way that reflects their firsthand experiences studying and exploring these very historical
neighborhoods. The curriculum allowed data to be gathered from a variety of types of
sources and stakeholders. The one-on-one interviews with parents, faculty/staff, and
community members deepened the data that was gathered to support of the research
question because it allowed me to see how that learning was enhanced from various
angles. The themes that were presented in Chapter 4 highlighted the ways in which
students did learn through the study and exploration of this curriculum. From these
themes, three larger connected ideas were evident that would be beneficial to remember if
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this curriculum were to be recreated or further developed. 1. Young children are able to
understand deeper topics of history and politics. 2. Classroom experiences related to these
deeper topics can shape the ways in which families interact and the places they visit. 3. It
truly does take a community to educate a child.
Hard Histories with Young Students
Oftentimes in conversations related to education and young children, adults like to
throw around the term “developmentally appropriate.” When news stories hit the media
that involve difficult topics, or when learning about ugly parts of history, educators tend
to shy away from these conversations with students in the elementary grades because of a
fear of them not being able to understand the topics. This curriculum required heavy
conversations with the students about themes including racism, poverty, and the ways in
which we all contribute to systematic oppression in our community. Race riots and
assassinations that involved people my students will never meet became a part of daily
conversations in the classroom. The writings and drawings by the students demonstrated
that these heavy topics can in fact be discussed with young second-grade students and
that they do have the ability to understand and articulate their thoughts related to them.
The curriculum was more than just discussions in the classroom. Bringing read
alouds and topics from present day St. Louis and headlines of national attention allowed
the students to draw parallels between people and events of the past to the world in which
they know and interact. Their conversations about proposed developments in various
areas of St. Louis spoke to their deepening understanding of community and illustrated
their ability to see a topic from a variety of perspectives. When creating imaginary towns
at the beginning of the school year, the students were egocentric and focused on buildings
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and places that were of interest to them. By the end of the school year, their maps of
towns included places that met the needs of various constituents and included both large
companies and small businesses they had actually visited.
While there was a limit to what aspects of history were shared with the students,
the teachers relied on their knowledge of the individual groups of children, and also
followed the individual interests of those in the class. Many of these students will go on
to be major movers and shakers in the St. Louis community, as evidenced by the
graduation records the school has tracked over its history. Most graduates go onto
independent secondary schools in the area, and some of the top universities in the
country. Laying this foundation at an early age, and teaching students to see problems
and solutions from a variety of perspectives may create better, more engaged adults who
work to make lasting change.
Changing Parent Perspectives
A very real fear of mine when first piloting this curriculum was what reactions
parents might have to the topics and experiences I was designing for the students. The
data that had the biggest impact on me personally were the interviews conducted with the
parents. It proved to be an opportunity for me to see the curriculum from their
perspective, and in many ways, I was blown away. The parent survey provided evidence
that families were overall more likely to visit the neighborhoods after their child
participated in the curriculum; however, the interviews lent a personal note to this data.
Several parents noted how the places in which they visited, particularly when
choosing restaurants, shifted after their child visited the neighborhoods. One parent even
changed up the place she bought her produce after experiencing the Soulard Farmers
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Market on a field trip. The parents who both attended and did not attend the field trips
learned more about the city through the students. It was heartening to hear how students
were going home and not simply talking about the field trips, but also about the topics
and themes we were discussing in the classroom. Parents noted how their student came
home and asked questions about people discussed during read alouds. After reading the
book Malala’s Magic Pencil, a parent read Malala Yousafzai’s autobiography for adults.
She was then later able to have a discussion with her child at home about women’s rights
and refugees. These types of growing conversations at home were an enriching cause of
the curriculum.
Changing the ways in which students viewed their community and working to
help them share this way with others grew to become a goal. The Sheldon Art Exhibition
was another example of how parents were able to learn from and benefit from the work
and explorations of the students. Opening night of the exhibition brought in most of the
students and their parents. Several parents reflected on it being their first time at the
Sheldon, and spent time looking at each of the writing samples and photographs in the
exhibition. Additionally, the exhibition was part of a larger one that included adult artists’
reflections on the history of immigration in St. Louis. It proved to be an enriching
learning experience for everyone who attended.
It Takes a Community
Working with community partners was one of my favorite aspects of building this
curriculum. The diversity of the people I met and collaborated with was a true reflection
of the diversity within the St. Louis community. When I attended presentations and
events, I took time to connect with others and hear what they were doing within St. Louis
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and hear about their experiences. I was impressed with how willing people were to work
with the students and have them come into their communities. Much of the learning time
for the students was spent in the classroom, and at times we were fortunate to bring those
from the outside community into the school for hands-on activities and lessons. Being in
the neighborhoods and going into religious institutions, schools, small businesses,
restaurants, and historic landmarks strengthened the connection the children felt to the
people and neighborhoods.
Many people have asked about replicating this curriculum in other schools and
other cities. While I believe there are many ways in which this can be done, the first bit of
advice I always give is to begin to build community partners. One person’s knowledge of
any topic has its limits. Bringing in the voices of others, the lived experiences of others,
and the ideas of others is what made this curriculum flourish. Any curriculum, any
subject area, and any school can be enhanced when it finds ways to include those from
the larger community. Through those partnerships, students experience firsthand the
value viewing the world from the perspective of others.
Reflection
My abilities as a teacher and learner were enhanced by this curriculum
development, and the research process. Just as I began to call the students photographers
rather than second-graders, I also began to refer to myself as a researcher during this
process. It gave my work more validity in my eyes, and also served as a reminder that I
was in fact a teacher-researcher during this action research study. In my previous years of
teaching, I have spent countless hours devoted to curricular research, reading on the new
best practices, and pulling resources for my students in every single subject area. I
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created lessons and activities that I hoped would be engaging for them, and I based my
success mostly on test scores and how I observed their engagement. The growth that
occurred in me during this action research study will undoubtedly influence the way I
make curricular decisions going forward. A challenge for me was to minimize the
researcher bias because I initially equated the success of the students with my success as
a teacher. Once I let go of that and immersed myself in the work of simply collecting the
data and analyzing it, I realized I was becoming both a better researcher and a better
teacher. I was no longer tying my entire self-worth to a curriculum. I also was able to
objectively look at various aspects of the curriculum and make decisions on what areas
needed improvement and what areas were stronger. When colleagues, parents, friends,
and community members asked me about the curriculum, rather than simply expressing
how “cool” I thought the experience was (and it was), I found myself able to share both
quantitative and qualitative data with others. It elevated my teaching and elevated the
work of the students. Now, when I sit in faculty discussions regarding curriculum, I
encourage colleagues to look more objectively at what and how they are teaching. The
line between teacher and learner has always been blurred. This process reminded me that
educators need to always view themselves as learners and researchers to continually
improve their craft and the learning experience of their students.
At the end of my first school year teaching second-grade, I had piloted two
neighborhoods-The Ville and Soulard. I was invited by the Diversity and Inclusivity
Committee to come to a meeting and present the changes that had been made. Sharing the
progress and the experiences with the community became a very emotional moment for
me. As I talked about our trip to The Ville and the conversations that had taken place in
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the classroom, I told everyone how I knew the curriculum was having an impact by the
comments and questions students were sharing. When discussing the impact integration
had on the neighborhood, especially in regards to the schools, one student who struggled
academically but seemed to blossom during this unit raised his hand and asked, “But Ms.
Wilkins if they can’t go to good schools and get better jobs, how can they have better
lives?” (student, field notes, January 25, 2018). An eight-year old asked a question that
more adults should be asking our community, and I was forced to tell him the harsh truth.
They can’t.
An African-American father of a fourth-grade student raised his hand at the end
of my presentation and thanked me for my work. He shared that he had grown up in The
Ville. He was part of the city’s desegregation program, and was bused from his AfricanAmerican neighborhood to a wealthier white neighborhood for high school. Now a
successful financial advisor, he wished his son had been able to participate in the new
curriculum and see the area he once called home. Less than a year after my presentation,
that father pulled his son from school for the day and accompanied my students on our
day-long field trip to The Ville. He was able to experience the neighborhood with his
father, ate lunch with others from the community, and began to understand all that his
father had accomplished. I enjoy looking back on the photos from that day, seeing this
boy, and experiencing a sense of gratitude that I was able to offer that experience to his
family.
This curriculum turned into more than I could have ever dreamed. Initially, I
wanted it to be something enriching and engaging. I hoped that parents and other family
members would learn something and find it rewarding. The part I never anticipated was
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the impact it would have on the larger community. Standing in the entrance to the
Sheldon AT&T Art gallery, I watched as people unrelated to the school emerged from the
exhibition of the students’ photographs, artwork and writings (Figures 26-28). People I
had never met before congratulated me on the work of my students and the message it
communicated. Honestly, I was stunned. Sometimes when you are knee deep in a project,
it can be difficult to fully see and appreciate it. I have looked at all of the photographs
countless times as I went through them with the students, ordered multiple prints, hand
framed them, and created a coffee table book. I worked with these students each day and
read through their writings. For me, this was typical work that this particular group of
students created. However, seeing it in the exhibition as it was pieced together by
someone outside of our classroom community, seeing strangers interact with the work,
reading the introduction to the exhibition, I finally began to appreciate the magnitude of
what I had slowly created over the course of two years. The slow creeping idea had
finally emerged into something to be admired, appreciated, and learned from.
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Figure 26: Opening Introduction at the Sheldon AT&T Exhibition
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Figure 27: Student Work Displayed at the Sheldon AT&T Exhibition
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Figure 28: Students Being Interviewed by St. Louis Public Radio About the Exhibition
As exciting as that night was, I have to acknowledge how exhausting it was to
create this curriculum. I felt an extreme amount of pressure to be honest and authentic in
my telling of others’ stories, especially since there are many painful truths to the history
of our city. I quickly realized that there was a delicate balance between highlighting the
beauty and the ugliness of the neighborhoods, the history, and the present day. With
every field trip, I worried whether I would receive pushback from families about safety,
and if anyone’s own prejudices would jeopardize the overall experience. I had completely
wiped out the entire social studies curriculum and replaced it with something I hoped
would be worthwhile. The fear of failure was constantly knocking at my door, oftentimes
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waking me in the middle of the night. But, I had made this decision, and I was going to
work, day and night to ensure that it was successful.
What I never anticipated was the effect the curriculum and its development would
have on me. I found myself interacting with people from organizations, neighborhoods,
and backgrounds that were so different from mine. I began to develop a network of
friends and partners who saw the value in what I was doing and were willing to go to
great lengths to help me craft unique learning experiences for my students. I discovered
that many people in St. Louis were working to change the image of our city and the
injustices that a large number of people in our community face on a daily basis, through
their small businesses, social justice campaigns, and political campaigns. People wanted
to share their stories with the students, they wanted my students to visit their
neighborhoods, and they wanted nothing monetarily in return.
When I reflected on how far this curriculum has come in just two years, there
were several key moments that I always share with others. The first neighborhood we
visited when I piloted the curriculum in Spring 2017 was The Ville. A historically
African-American neighborhood, The Ville was a prestigious neighborhood for
intellectuals and some of the most successful lawyers and doctors in the city. However,
integration and the closing of the Homer G. Phillips Hospital dramatically changed the
neighborhood. As you drive along some of the major streets in the area, many of the
homes are rundown and boarded up. The neighborhood that was once the height of black
civilization in this city is desperately trying to rebuild. Yet, the pride that was such a part
of the community is still evident. On one major street, artists painted over the boards with
images of famous African-Americans from the community. One of the beloved members
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of our school community, Ms. D, was raised in this neighborhood. She went to Sumner
High School, and still has ties to the neighborhood. Before going on the field trip, I asked
her if she would like to come along. She willing agreed and was a huge support,
especially as I was nervous about how the students and parent chaperones would react.
While visiting Sumner High School, the students announced to many that she had gone to
the school, and felt proud to know her. As we were getting on the bus to head back to our
campus, a representative from St. Louis Public Schools, who had coordinated the visit,
handed each child a pennant that depicted Sumner’s name and mascot. The students were
enjoying playing with them on the bus ride when Ms. D informed me we were getting
close to the house in which she grew up. I announced to the students that we were about
to drive past her old house. As we pulled up, she yelled out, “There it is!” One of the
smallest, quietest students in the class yelled out for all to hear, “Raise your flags for Ms.
D’s house!” (student, field notes, February 2017). Students raised their flags, waved them
in the air and cheered. I realized that they did not see the run-down building that had been
boarded up years ago. They were oblivious to the fact that the houses around it were
dilapidated and missing bricks. Where I saw ugliness, they saw the building that carried
someone they love from childhood to adulthood, and that was all that mattered.
In September 2018, I embarked on a new journey with my students. Wanting to
grow the curriculum each year, I reached out to Metropolitan Saint Louis Transit Agency
to see if it would be possible for my students to take the MetroLink from the stop nearest
the school to Downtown. There were several reasons for wanting to make this shift away
from using the school bus. 1. It would save us a bit of money, and allow us to use one of
our allocated bus field trips for an additional location. 2. It would provide a very urban
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experience that would be new to many of the students. 3. It seemed like it would be a lot
of fun. From the moment we left the school, their eyes took in all of the sites. The
cameras were out and they noticed details that escaped me like architectural features on
buildings and designs on buses. I enjoyed seeing the city from their perspective and the
utter amazement some of them expressed as they rode the MetroLink for the first time.

Figure 29: Young Photographer on the MetroLink
Halfway through the field trip, one of the students took my hand and asked, “Ms.
Wilkins, do you know what’s in this camera” (student, field notes, September 28, 2018).
When I paused, confused by her question, she continued, “It’s full of history. The history
of St. Louis” (student, field notes, September 28, 2018). She was getting it, and I felt a
sense of pride and accomplishment.
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Since that MetroLink field trip in September 2018, two other grade levels have
planned field trips for their students that involved using the train as well. One sixth grade
teacher noted that she was inspired by how easy I made it seem with my young students
and how much fun they appeared to have on the MetroLink. She was able to integrate
public transportation into her science curriculum. First grade also took their students on
the MetroLink to visit a restaurant in the city as part of their expanding social studies
curriculum. Seeing how the small details of the work I have been doing impacted the
curricular decisions of other grade levels has been another unanticipated result.
I am proud of this curriculum. It is as simple as that. The time and efforts it took
to create the framework and build the partnerships consumed much of my day and
evenings for an extended period of time; however, I can look back and appreciate my
own growth and development alongside that of my students. I hoped to extend the
learning beyond just the students, much as museum educators hope for their visitors. I
intentionally planned ways for them to share their learning with others and strike up
conversations. For example, after visiting The Ville, each student chose his/her favorite
person from the list we had studied. They were given color coded bracelets to wear home
in the hopes that someone would ask about the bracelet and they could share their newly
acquired knowledge. I thought about ways they could share their learning with the school
community through interactive displays in the hallway. I worked diligently to help create
an exhibition at the Sheldon Art Galleries to extend the learning to the greater St. Louis
community. In all of my planning, I never stopped to think about the learning that I might
experience. After all, I was the expert, the person who was shepherding my students
through this journey. Early on, I learned a lesson that was the hardest in this process. I
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learned I had to let go of the control and be ready to walk this journey alongside the
students, not in front of them. As I attended lectures at the Missouri History Museum and
watched documentaries hosted in small pubs, I interacted with people and places new to
me. I learned the hard truths of a city that had been my home for years. I also confronted
some of my own biases and beliefs about various neighborhoods and communities,
experiencing aspects of this city that made the privileged parts of me uncomfortable.
Originally, I wanted the students to take pictures and I expressed my desire to see the city
through their eyes; however, my natural desire to have control was in direct conflict with
this idea. Standing in front of the old City Hall in Downtown St. Louis with my first
group of photographers, I watched as a quiet unsure student crouched down and angled
his camera in a curious manner. I looked at the screen to see what he saw, and
experienced the building, its architecture, and decorative plants from a different
perspective. In that instant, his photograph was better than any I had taken so far on the
trip. I decided in that moment to just let the students go, and see what would happen. One
year later, the results of me letting go were displayed along two hallways in the Sheldon
Art Gallery for the world to see, and it was stunning.
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Appendix A
Community Member Interview Questions:
For the purpose of this interview, you will be discussing the neighborhood you
represented when going on the field trip with Forsyth Grade 2 students.
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

What brought you to this neighborhood? How did you become involved with the
neighborhood?
What do you wish more people knew about this neighborhood?
What makes this neighborhood unique or interesting?
What do you believe could be done to bring people from other areas of St. Louis
to this neighborhood?
How would you describe your experience on the field trip?
Would you encourage other schools to participate in this type of experience? Why
or why not?
If the city were to invest in this neighborhood, what would you suggest?
What do you think is the biggest problem facing St. Louis today?

Parent Interview Questions:
• What is your relationship with St. Louis?
• Do you live in the city or the county?
• What do you wish more people knew about St. Louis?
• What makes the city unique or interesting?
• What do you believe could be done to encourage people to explore new
neighborhoods in St. Louis?
• What was your biggest fear in having your child participate in this curriculum?
• What was your biggest hope in having your child participate in this curriculum?
• How would you describe your experience on the field trip(s)? (If attended.)
• How did your child describe their experiences on the field trips?
• Would you encourage other schools to participate in this type of experience? Why
or why not?
• If the city were to invest in this neighborhood, what would you suggest? (If
attended.)
• If the city were to invest in St. Louis, what would you suggest? (If not attended.)
• What do you think is the biggest problem facing St. Louis today?
School Faculty Questions:
• What is your relationship with St. Louis?
• Do you live in the city or the county?
• What do you wish more people knew about St. Louis?
• What makes the city unique or interesting?
• What do you believe could be done to encourage people to explore new
neighborhoods in St. Louis?
• What was your biggest fear in having the students participate in this curriculum?
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•
•
•
•

What was your biggest hope in having the students participate in this curriculum?
How would you describe your experience on the field trips?
Would you encourage other schools to participate in this type of experience? Why
or why not?
If the city were to invest in each of the neighborhoods you visited, what would
you suggest?
What do you think is the biggest problem facing St. Louis today?

Student Interview Questions
•
•
•
•
•
•
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What are the things a community needs in order to succeed?
Who settled in this neighborhood and why?
What did the people in the neighborhood do to make it successful?
How did the culture of the immigrants shape the neighborhood, then and now?
Who are key people from the neighborhood and what did they do to help the
neighborhood grow?
Do you think people in St. Louis should learn about this neighborhood? What
would you want them to know?
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Appendix B
Neighborhood Planning Framework
Neighborhood:
Grade Level Objectives: (Choose the most relevant for this unit.)
Geography:
o Make and interpret maps of (city).
o Use a (city) map to locate neighborhoods discussed during thematic units.
o Describe how people used the environment in order to help the neighborhood
thrive.
o Describe why people move now and in the past.
History:
o Analyze primary and secondary sources to create timelines of important local
historical events.
o Investigate the (city) community and its diverse, cultural elements in the present
time, and compare it to the past.
o Draw conclusions about the past by taking on the perspective of members of
various (city) neighborhoods.
o Gather, analyze, and categorize information from a variety of sources including
primary and secondary sources and artifacts.
o Research and present information from different communities about aspects of
culture and the effect diversity has on (city).
Civics:
o Begin to recognize and reflect on elements of citizenship and the characteristics
of a democracy.
o Identify the characteristics of friendship, respect, and cooperation and apply and
practice them in the school setting.
o Identify the beliefs, experiences, and values that underlie their own and others’
points of view.
o Compare and contrast the systems of government within (city) communities.
o Understand the impact of rules and laws on the various communities to which
they belong.
Economics:
o Understand the process and factors that promote trade.
o Describe how some groups depend on others for trade.
o Explore the economic and political reasons that neighborhoods formed.
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Essential Questions:
• What are the three things a community needs in order to thrive?
• Who settled in this neighborhood and why?
• Why did the neighborhood thrive?
• How did culture shape the neighborhood, then and now?
• Who are key people from the neighborhood?
Content:
(ex. A main source of income in the
Soulard neighborhood was the breweries.)

Skills:
(ex. Identify groups of immigrants that
moved to Soulard and why they chose this
area.)

Assessments:

Vocabulary:

Learning Activities:

Differentiation:

Resources:
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Appendix C
The Ville Unit Overview
§ Approximately 12, 30 to 45-minute lessons plus one neighborhood field trip.
Essential Questions
§
§
§
§
§

What are the three things a community needs in order to thrive?
Who settled in this neighborhood and why?
Why did the neighborhood thrive?
How did culture shape the neighborhood, then and now?
Who are key people from the neighborhood?

Content
§

§

§
§

§

§

§
§

African-Americans were prevented from
living in many areas of St. Louis (a
theme across the United States) due to
house segregation laws.
Sumner High school was originally
located downtown. Families did not like
that their children had to walk past the
morgue, so Sumner was moved to The
Ville neighborhood.
After this move, many African-American
families moved to The Ville.
With the opening of Homer G. Phillips
Hospital, The Ville became a thriving
prominent community.
Desegregation of schools caused the
initial decline of The Ville. Sumner had
been a prestigious African-American
high school. When families could choose
other schools (and move to other
neighborhoods) Sumner's quality began
to decline.
The closing of Homer G. Phillips
Hospital is what further damaged the
neighborhood.
Homer G. Phillips later opened as a
senior citizens home.
Many famous African-Americans went to
Sumner High School including Chuck
Berry, Tina Turner, Grace Bumbry,
Robert McFerrin Sr., Dick Gregory, and
William Bill Clay.

Skills
§
§
§
§
§
§
§
§

identify the location of Sumner High School,
and other local landmarks on a map of The
Ville neighborhood
identify key people who were significant in
the development and history of The Ville
neighborhood
identify why groups, especially AfricanAmericans, moved to The Ville and why they
chose this area
describe the role of segregation and racism in
the development of St. Louis neighborhoods
list and describe at least three key reasons
why The Ville neighborhood was able to
thrive
describe examples of how The Ville declined
due to its lack of offering jobs, healthcare,
and education to the area
work cooperatively to identify, photograph,
and explain what makes The Ville
neighborhood unique and beautiful
compare and contrast the Forest Park
neighborhood, the Soulard neighborhood,
The Hill neighborhood, and The Ville
neighborhood
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Homer G. Phillips (famous attorney) and
Annie Malone (first African-American
female millionaire) were key to the
development of The Ville neighborhood.

Activities
Lesson 1: Neighborhood Overview & Intro
§ identifying key people and places
§ locating The Ville on map of St. Louis (city and county)
§ visit 4theville website for history of the neighborhood
§ read excerpts from Black America Series: The Ville St. Louis
Lessons 2 and 3: The Ville: A St. Louis Artworks Documentary Project
§ discuss who originally settled in the area and why African-Americans began to move to
the neighborhood
§ watch and discuss The Ville documentary-stop and give further details during the video
(what contributions did Homer G. Phillips and Annie Malone make)
Lesson 4: Education & Sumner
§ discuss and read about the various types of education that were offered in the
neighborhood-Elleardsville Colored School No. 8, Sumner High School
§ discuss the establishment of Sumner being the first black high school west of the
Mississippi and how
integration caused the initial decline of the neighborhood
§ watch video of Sumner principal discussing its role
Lesson 5: Jobs & Annie Malone Children’s Home
§ discuss the need of the children’s home and why it was eventually named after Annie
Malone
§ watch videos on the history and legacy of Annie Malone and discuss how she provided
jobs and education to the community in The Ville and worldwide
§ discuss the celebration of the Annie Malone May Day Parade and watch examples of
people doing step while students try to follow along
Lesson 6: Healthcare & Homer G. Phillips Hospital
§ discuss Homer G. Phillips and his role in establishing the hospital (note his connection to
Annie Malone)
§ read more about his life and legacy in the book Standing Up for Civil Rights in St. Louis
§ watch the intro to the documentary “The Color of Medicine: The Story of Homer G.
Phillips Hospital”
§ discuss why the hospital was closed despite protests from residents
§ discuss how the community has redeveloped the abandoned hospital into a senior
residential community
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begin to make Valentine bags for residents on field trip

Lesson 7: The Antioch Baptist Church
§ discuss the role religion and churches had in promoting a sense of community within the
neighborhood
§ read about The Antioch Baptist Church from its website and Black America Series: The
Ville St. Louis
Lesson 8: Chuck Berry
§ discuss the connection between Chuck Berry and Annie Malone
§ read about the life of Chuck Berry and highlight key points of his career
§ watch videos of Chuck Berry performing and invite students to mirror his signature dance
moves
Lesson 9: Tina Turner
§ discuss the life and legacy of Tina Turner noting her musical awards
§ read and summarize her online biography
§ watch videos of Tina Turner performing and invite students to dance along and mirror
some of her signature moves
Lesson 10: Grace Bumbry and Robert McFerrin Sr
§ discuss the lives of Grace Bumbry and Robert McFerrin Sr as famous African-American
opera singers, noting their contributions to this particular musical genre
§ watch videos of both performing and compare this musical style to that of Tina Turner
and Chuck Berry
Lesson 11: Dick Gregory and William “Bill” Clay
§ discuss the lives and political legacies of Dick Gregory and William “Bill” Clay
§ read about the ways in which Dick Gregory used comedy to share his views on the Civil
Rights movement
§ discuss how William “Bill” Clay has created a political family legacy that continues today
Lesson 12: The Ville Hall of Fame
§ (Students will need several hours for this writing and drawing piece. Time can be used
from class “flex” periods or combined with Language Arts periods.)
§ Students choose a picture from the internet of the person, place, or event they want to
write about. They independently draw the image on cardstock with color pencils and
outline in black flair pens. Students will then use the Language Arts non-fiction writing
rubric to communicate with a reader the important facts about their chosen topic.

FOSTERING CRITICAL AND CREATIVE THINKING

174

Resources
Books:
§ Standing Up for Civil Rights in St. Louis by A.E. Doyle & M.A. Adams (2017)
§ St. Louis Walk of Fame by J. Edwards (2015)
§ Where We Live: A Guide to St. Louis Communities by T. Fox (1995)
§ Black America Series: African Americans in Downtown St. Louis by J.A. Wright (2003)
§ Black America Series: The Ville St. Louis by J.A. Wright (2001)
§ Discovering African-American St. Louis: A Guide to Historic Sites by J.A. Wright (1994)
Videos:
§
§
§
§
§
§
§
§
§
§

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=XBzwYceJxkI
https://www.slps.org/sumner
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=fVpyw5BWp0k
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=87xTCOhgTcY
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=gwxxe5HgAfo
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=6ROwVrF0Ceg
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=hzQnPz6TpGc
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=c4CTO1Z7qLY
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Z3RaYSzOQv0
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=gKq-xUThcWk

Websites:
§ http://www.4theville.org/about-the-ville/
§ http://www.blackpast.org/aah/ville
§ https://www.slps.org/Domain/2836
§ https://shsmo.org/historicmissourians/name/m/malone/
§ http://www.blackpast.org/aah/annie-turnbo-malone-1869-1957
§ http://www.antiochbaptiststl.org/
§ https://nextstl.com/wp-content/uploads/5371057796_8db9a6e755_o.jpg
§ http://www.blackpast.org/aah/berry-charles-edward-anderson-chuck-1926
§ http://www.blackpast.org/aah/turner-tina-1939
§ http://www.blackpast.org/aah/bumbry-grace-1937
§ http://www.blackpast.org/aah/mcferrin-robert-keith-sr-1921-2006

FOSTERING CRITICAL AND CREATIVE THINKING
Appendix D

175

FOSTERING CRITICAL AND CREATIVE THINKING

176

Appendix E
Department of Educator Preparation & Leadership
One University Blvd.
St. Louis, Missouri 63121-4499
Telephone: 314-516-5944
E-mail: balcerzakph@umsl.edu
E-mail: jwilkins@forsythonline.com

Assent to Participate in Research Activities (Minors)
Exploring Historical Neighborhoods in St. Louis and the Cultural Groups That Shaped
Them
1. My name is Julia Wilkins and I am a Grade 2 teacher at Forsyth School.
2. I am asking you to take part in a research study by giving me permission to
collect and investigate your classroom work, discussions, and photographs you
take. We are trying to learn more about the strengths and weaknesses of our
Grade 2 Social Studies program.
3. You will participate in art projects, writing activities, and discussions in the
classroom during regular Social Studies time. You will also go on the field trips to
the different neighborhoods we study. All of these activities are a requirement of
being in Grade 2 at Forsyth School. Not part of your normal classroom activity, I
am asking you to give permission to have your discussions audio recorded. You
will not need to spend any time outside of the regular classroom day
participating in this study, unless you are chosen to have a one-on-one audio
recorded interview with me, the researcher. If you are chosen for these
interviews, you will spend 30 minutes with me four times to answer questions
about what you have been learning in Social Studies.
4. Being in this study should not harm you in any way.
5. You might find that being in the study teaches you more about our home city of
St. Louis. You also might discover some new places you want to visit with your
family.
6. You do have to participate in the lessons and field trips, since it is part of your
regular Grade 2 day. However, if you don't want your work to be used for this
study, you don't have to allow that. Remember, having your work used is up to
you, and no one will be upset if you don't want to participate or if you change
your mind later and want to stop. If you change your mind, please tell me.
7. The audio recordings will be kept by me for 2 years after the end of this project
and then destroyed.
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8. You can ask any questions that you have about the study. If you have a question
later that you didn't think of now, you can call me at 314-726-4542 or ask me at
school.
9. Signing your name at the bottom means that you agree to be in this study. You
will be given a copy of this form after you have signed it.

_______________________________
Participant’s Signature
Date
______________
Participant’s Age

_________________
Grade in School

____________________________
Participant’s Printed Name
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Appendix F
Department of Educator Preparation & Leadership
One University Blvd.
St. Louis, Missouri 63121-4499
Telephone: 314-516-5944
E-mail: balcerzakph@umsl.edu
E-mail: jwilkins@forsythonline.com

Informed Consent for Child Participation in Research Activities
Exploring Historical Neighborhoods in St. Louis and the Cultural
Groups That Shaped Them
Participant _____________________

HSC Approval Number ___________________

Principal Investigator: Julia Wilkins

PI’s Phone Number

314-726-4542

1. Your child is invited to participate in a research study conducted by Julia Wilkins
(Grade 2 teacher at Forsyth School) under the supervision of Phyllis Balcerzak
(faculty adviser). The purpose of this research is to identify a sequence of lessons
that have the potential to promote growth in your child’s understanding of the
history and cultures of St. Louis, Missouri.
2. Your child is required to participate in the curriculum, activities, and field trips as they
are in alignment with the norms and expectation of Forsyth School. Your child’s data will
only be used for data collection if you give consent.
a) Your child’s participation will involve
• Collecting and analyzing his/her art projects, writing activities, discussions, and
photographs he/she takes on field trips for research purposes
• Participating in regular classroom lessons and field trips
• Photographs of your child participating in the curriculum with faces obscured
b) Your child’s participation could involve
•

Participating in audio recorded one-on-one interviews with the researcher at
school

Approximately 112 subjects may be involved in this research.
c) No time outside of the regular school day will be required unless your child is
selected to participate in the audio recorded one-on-one interviews with the
researcher at school. The audio recordings will be kept by the investigator, Julia
Wilkins, for two years after the conclusion of the project and then destroyed.
3. There are no anticipated risks to your child associated with this research.
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4. There are no direct benefits for your child’s participation in this study.
5. Your child’s participation in the data collection portion of this study is voluntary and
you may choose to withdraw your consent for your child’s participation at any time.
Your child may choose not to answer any questions that he or she does not want to
answer. You and your child will NOT be penalized in any way should you choose not
to let your child participate in the data collection portion of this study or to
withdraw your child from the study.
6. We will do everything we can to protect your child’s privacy. By agreeing to let your
child participate, you understand and agree that your child’s data may be shared
with other researchers and educators in the form of presentations and/or
publications. In all cases, your child’s identity will not be revealed. In rare instances,
a researcher's study must undergo an audit or program evaluation by an oversight
agency (such as the Office for Human Research Protection). That agency would be
required to maintain the confidentiality of your child’s data.
7. If you have any questions or concerns regarding this study, or if any problems arise,
you may call the Investigator, Julia Wilkins 314-726-4542 and/or Phyllis Balcerzak
314-516-5944. You may also ask questions or state concerns regarding your child’s
rights as a research participant to the Office of Research Administration, at 314-5165897.
I have read this consent form and have been given the opportunity to ask
questions. I will also be given a copy of this consent form for my records. I
consent to my child’s participation in the research described above.

Parent’s/Guardian’s Signature
Date

Parent’s/Guardian’s Printed Name

Child’s Printed Name

Signature of Investigator or Designee
Date

Investigator/Designee Printed Name
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Appendix G
Department of Educator Preparation & Leadership
One University Blvd.
St. Louis, Missouri 63121-4499
Telephone: 314-516-5944
E-mail: balcerzakph@umsl.edu
E-mail: jwilkins@forsythonline.com

Informed Consent for Participation in Research Activities
Exploring Historical Neighborhoods in St. Louis and the Cultural Groups That Shaped
Them
Participant _______________________ HSC Approval Number ___________________
Principal Investigator: Julia Wilkins

PI’s Phone Number

314-726-4542

1. You are invited to participate in a research study conducted by in a research study
conducted by Julia Wilkins (Grade 2 teacher at Forsyth School) under the supervision
of Phyllis Balcerzak (faculty adviser). The purpose of this research is to identify a
sequence of lessons that have the potential to promote growth in Grade 2 students’
understanding of the history and cultures of St. Louis, Missouri.
2. a) Your participation will involve
• Participating in audio recorded one-on-one interviews with the researcher for no
longer than 2 hours total
Approximately 45 subjects may be involved in this research.
b) The amount of time involved in your participation will be 1 hour for each
interview, but no longer than 2 hours total for all interviews and you will receive no
compensation for your time. The audio recording will be kept by the investigator,
Julia Wilkins, for two years after the conclusion of the project and then destroyed.
3. There are no anticipated risks associated with this research.
4. There are no direct benefits for you participating in this study.
5. Your participation is voluntary and you may choose not to participate in this
research study or to withdraw your consent at any time. You may choose not to
answer any questions that you do not want to answer. You will NOT be penalized in
any way should you choose not to participate or to withdraw. Your answers will be
kept by the investigator for 2 years.
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6. By agreeing to participate, you understand and agree that your data may be shared
with other researchers and educators in the form of presentations and/or
publications. In all cases, your identity will not be revealed. In rare instances, a
researcher's study must undergo an audit or program evaluation by an oversight
agency (such as the Office for Human Research Protection). That agency would be
required to maintain the confidentiality of your data. In addition, all data will be
stored on a password-protected computer and/or in a locked office.
7. If you have any questions or concerns regarding this study, or if any problems arise,
you may call the Investigator, Julia Wilkins 314-726-4542 or the faculty adviser,
Phyllis Balcerzak 314-516-5944. You may also ask questions or state concerns
regarding your rights as a research participant to the Office of Research
Administration, at 516-5897.
I have read this consent form and have been given the opportunity to ask
questions. I will also be given a copy of this consent form for my records. I
consent to my participation in the research described above.

Participant's Signature
Date

Participant’s Printed Name

Signature of Investigator or Designee
Date

Investigator/Designee Printed Name
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Appendix H
Department of Educator Preparation & Leadership
One University Blvd.
St. Louis, Missouri 63121-4499
Telephone: 314-516-5944
E-mail: balcerzakph@umsl.edu

Parent Survey
Exploring Historical Neighborhoods in St. Louis and the Cultural Groups That Shaped
Them
The following survey questions are designed to gather information on your experience
with your child’s Grade 2 Social Studies Curriculum. All survey results are anonymous
and should be returned to the labeled folder in the Forsyth School main office or mailed
to Julia Wilkins at the above Forsyth School address by _________________.
1. What is your gender?
Male
Female
2. What is your age?
a. Below 35
b. 35-45
c. Over 45
3. I live in St. Louis
a. City
b. County
c. Neither
Please answer the following questions regarding your experience with each of the
neighborhoods prior to your child’s participation in the Grade 2 Social Studies
Curriculum.
4. I was likely to visit Downtown St. Louis.
a. Definitely disagree
b. Disagree
c. Neither agree nor disagree
d. Agree
e. Strongly Agree
5. I was likely to visit the Soulard neighborhood.
a. Definitely disagree
b. Disagree
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c. Neither agree nor disagree
d. Agree
e. Strongly Agree
6. I was likely to visit The Hill neighborhood.
a. Definitely disagree
b. Disagree
c. Neither agree nor disagree
d. Agree
e. Strongly Agree
7. I was likely to visit The Ville neighborhood.
a. Definitely disagree
b. Disagree
c. Neither agree nor disagree
d. Agree
e. Strongly Agree
8. I was likely to visit the University City neighborhood.
a. Definitely disagree
b. Disagree
c. Neither agree nor disagree
d. Agree
e. Strongly Agree
9. I was likely to visit the Cherokee Street/Benton Park neighborhood.
a. Definitely disagree
b. Disagree
c. Neither agree nor disagree
d. Agree
e. Strongly Agree
Please answer the following questions regarding your experience with each of the
neighborhoods after your child’s participation in the Grade 2 Social Studies Curriculum.
10. I am likely to visit Downtown St. Louis.
a. Definitely disagree
b. Disagree
c. Neither agree nor disagree
d. Agree
e. Strongly Agree
11. I am likely to visit the Soulard neighborhood.
a. Definitely disagree
b. Disagree
c. Neither agree nor disagree
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e. Strongly Agree
12. I am likely to visit The Hill neighborhood.
a. Definitely disagree
b. Disagree
c. Neither agree nor disagree
d. Agree
e. Strongly Agree
13. I am likely to visit The Ville neighborhood.
a. Definitely disagree
b. Disagree
c. Neither agree nor disagree
d. Agree
e. Strongly Agree
14. I am likely to visit the University City neighborhood.
a. Definitely disagree
b. Disagree
c. Neither agree nor disagree
d. Agree
e. Strongly Agree
15. I am likely to visit the Cherokee Street/Benton Park neighborhood.
a. Definitely disagree
b. Disagree
c. Neither agree nor disagree
d. Agree
e. Strongly Agree
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Chapter One: Introduction
The purpose of the study was to gain perspective about the relationship between a
thematic social studies unit about power and oppression and student understanding about
social justice. I noticed that the subject of social studies was not prioritized in my district
or my school and that students were not making connections between the different events
we learned about. As a means to promote the acquisition of social studies skills and to
promote the ideas of social justice, I explain how I created a thematic unit based on the
ideas of power and oppression. I discuss how I sought to understand how a thematic unit
of study about power and oppression would impact students.
The first chapter gives an overview of the study and outlined the purpose. I
sketch my role as the researcher and as a fifth-grade teacher in the elementary school
where the study took place. I outline the problem in the study and the questions that I
hoped to answer. I also highlight my hypotheses for the study.
Chapter Two provides the review of literature that helped to inform the study. I
discuss how I researched the attributes of high-quality social studies curriculums as well
as barriers to successful social studies curriculums. In addition to aforementioned topics,
I also discuss how I researched social justice instruction, thematic social studies units of
study, and ways to increase student engagement in social studies.
In the third chapter, I describe the power and oppression unit, which is the
intervention for the study. In writing this section, I hoped to make it clear what the dayto-day plans looked like in my class during the 2018 fall semester. I also describe the
four other units in the social studies curriculum that students experienced over the
course of a year for the purpose of helping the reader to understand the full scope and
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sequence of the social studies curriculum and how the power and oppression unit fit into
the rest of the year.
In Chapter Four, I sketch out the methodology of the study, including the
collection of both qualitative and quantitative data. The participants in the study are
described. I explain how the study was conducted at a public elementary school in the
Midwest in my fifth-grade classroom of 24 students. I detail my role as an action
researcher and the steps that I took to increase the validity of the study.
The first part of the fifth chapter outlines the results of the data collected during
the quantitative parts of the research study, including the pre-assessments postassessments and the pre-surveys and post-surveys. I talk about how descriptive data
show that students increased their confidence in their ability to identify patterns in social
studies and their skill level in making connections and identifying examples of power
and oppression. I will describe how T-tests were run to show that the increases from the
beginning of the unit to the end of unit were statistically significant. I will explain how
all students participated in a pre and post survey and a pre and post assessment. The
second part of the fifth chapter outlines the results of the data collected during the
qualitative parts of the research study, including the pre and post student interviews,
student work samples, and the researcher journal. The fifth chapter shows how eight
students, varying in gender and academic ability, were selected to be interviewed at the
beginning of the unit and at the end of the unit. I explain how data was analyzed for
recurring themes and coded according to these themes. I describe how data reveals that
students had positive perceptions about social studies and increased understandings of
power and oppression.
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The sixth and final chapter offers a discussion of the research. Each of the
research questions are answered using the data. After I answer the research questions, I
discuss how the five sources of data were triangulated to reveal emerging themes. Then,
I discuss the challenges of the curriculum including access to appropriate reading
material, time, and the need to change the curriculum frequently. After that, I mention
the additional benefits of a thematic unit of study not directly noted by the data
including increased reading skills, enthusiasm for social studies by the students, feelings
of empowerment for the students, and increased empathy for events, particularly the
events in Ferguson, MO. I offer changes I might make to the curriculum if I were to
teach it again such as recording reading material for students and helping specific
students to prepare for class discussions. I mention that I also might create four units
with one overarching theme instead of four individual themes. I discuss components of
the curriculum that I would be sure to include in future units of study I create including
educating parents about the curriculum and making the lesson plans as engaging and
relevant to the world as possible. Then, I discuss limitations of the study and offer
suggestions about future research that could be conducted to deepen the knowledge
teachers have about thematic units of study in social studies. I conclude with my
thoughts about how the study impacted me as a teacher researcher.
Purpose of the Study
During my eight-year teaching career and time spent in three districts, I have seen
that the teaching of social studies is not highly prioritized; I have not seen a great deal of
professional development around social studies, and I have witnessed classrooms where
social studies is only taught part time or not directly at all. There is a need to improve the
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social studies curriculum at the elementary level as an emphasis on standardized testing
has led to a decrease in the amount of time teachers spend teaching social studies,
rendering the subject less important than mathematics, science, and English language arts
in many schools (Passe, 2010). In fact, Kalaidis (2013) cites a 2007 study from the Center
of Education Policy, which found that 62 percent of elementary schools and more than 20
percent of middle schools increased time for English language arts and/or math since No
Child Left Behind passed. At the same time, 36 percent of schools decreased the time
allocated to the social studies (Kalaidis, 2013). Both of the districts I have worked in
spent a great deal of time and money purchasing resources and providing professional
development in science, ELA, and math. I noticed that the teaching of social studies was
not even discussed at my new teacher training for either district.
Later, as a young teacher in the St. Louis area, I watched my city torn in half after
the death of Michael Brown in Ferguson. Michael Brown was an unarmed black
teenager who was shot by a white police officer, Darren Wilson. After the police officer
was not indicted by the grand jury, citizens in Ferguson and around the St. Louis area,
reacted swiftly and passionately. While the majority of the protests were peaceful and
involved speeches, marches, and social media posts and hashtags, some protesters
engaged in illegal or violent acts. The entire city watched the news to see nonstop footage
of buildings burning and being looted, police cars being damaged, tear gas being thrown,
and armored tanks and officers in riot gear patrolling the area. That fall, I listened to
shocked students, colleagues, family, and friends, most of whom were white and did not
live in the Ferguson area, ask the same question: Why were people reacting this way? I
had spent the previous two months that summer writing a new fifth grade unit about
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power and oppression, and I realized I needed to make some quick last-minute changes
that August. I concluded that while my class studied power, we would need to study how
Ferguson happened. I wanted my students to be able to answer this question: Why
should what happened in Ferguson not have surprised us? Thus, my dissertation in
practice was born. However, this curriculum was not born from epiphany; it was a slow
hunch that developed over time (Johnson, 2011).
As a high school student, I noticed that most of my social studies teachers
expressed passionate interest in particular historical figures or events. The Teddy
Roosevelt enthusiasts, World War II aficionados, and Civil War experts lectured my
classmates and me on historical events that they thought we needed to know about in
order to be informed citizens. While these lectures always fascinated me, I began asking
myself: Who gets to decide what history is worthy of being lectured about?
My journey as a social studies student continued into my freshman year of college
when I enrolled in a post-1865 history course. I noticed that my friends who were also in
the class were struggling to keep up with the content memorization required to be
successful on the assessments. When I became a tutor to a few of them, I suggested they
think about the historical events through a more general lens instead of trying to
memorize specific details. However, this logic seemed to run counter to the ways that we
had been taught social studies throughout our educational careers. A thought nagged me:
Wasn’t there a way to make the information seem more relevant and less disjointed?
When I became an elementary teacher of all subjects, I inherited a social studies
curriculum that felt a bit fragmented, yet I was not sure what I would need to do to make
it feel cohesive. After three years, my vague ideas about the problems with the ways that
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most social studies teachers present information were finally coming into focus. First, I
decided that my social studies curriculum could not be completely grounded in the past,
yet it could not rely entirely on current events to engage students. A perfect marriage of
both past and current events became the first pillar of the curriculum I designed.
However, I became resolute that the content could not be the focus of the curriculum
design; rather, I hoped it would be the vehicle I would use to teach social studies skills.
Eventually, I decided that my ultimate goal for my students is that they would be
able to connect past and present events by overarching ideas and patterns, a necessary
skill for informed and active citizens to acquire. I resolved that I would accomplish this
by creating thematic units of instruction. The first unit would be about power and
oppression. The second unit would be about culture and culture clashes. The third unit
would be about cause and effect relationships in history. The fourth unit would teach
students how to use nonfiction text features in geography. Judith B. Howard (1999)
asserts that “using conceptual themes in the social studies course can: (1) increase
student engagement, (2) promote sophisticated understanding, (3) enhance memory, (4)
facilitate transfer of knowledge, and (5) assist in problem-solving. These are important
goals for teachers who hope to help their students contextualize their newfound
knowledge, one of the most important aspects of learning to think historically”
(Endacott, 2011).
Since it is impossible to represent every critical figure and action in history in a
comprehensive curriculum, I think students need to develop the skills to understand and
analyze any event, especially beyond the classroom. I sought to understand the impact of
a thematic-based social studies unit (power and oppression) on students’ social studies
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understandings and social studies skills, particularly how they relate to ideas about social
justice.
Research Question
The overarching research question for the study was: In what ways does a thematic
fifth grade social studies unit about power and oppression impact student understanding
about social justice?
Research Hypotheses
Based on a review of the literature related to the components of a high-quality
social studies curriculum, the hypotheses for the study were:
1. Fifth grade students will increase their understandings of the concepts of
power and oppression.
2. Fifth grade students will see learning about social studies as having an
increased relevance in their future lives.
3. Students will be able to better connect past and present events through the
lenses of power and oppression.
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Chapter Two: Review of the Literature
Summary of Literature Review
With increasing pressure on high stakes testing in ELA, math, and science, social
studies curriculum has become generally less of a priority at the elementary level (Passe,
2010). The following review of selected studies in the field highlights findings about
attributes of high-quality social studies curriculums as well as barriers to successful
social studies curriculums. The literature review is organized according to necessary
components of high-quality social studies curricula, thematic social studies units of
study, social justice, barriers to high-quality social studies experiences for students, and
ways to increase student engagement in social studies.
Necessary Components of High-Quality Social Studies
White, Marrsh, and McCormack (2011), professors at the University of Houston,
examined the qualities of successful social studies curricula by examining what students
report that they want as well as what type of curricula lead to a citizenry committed to
human rights. They claim that students must be exposed to and understand a variety of
points of views. Casey (2016) is a researcher and educator with major focuses in social
studies, literacy, ESL, early childhood, and arts-integration practices. Casey (2016)
suggests a pedagogical approach involving a three-perspective format; students will read
about an event and think about the event from the point of view of him/her (the main
person or group), them (other group perspective), or me (student’s perspective).
Other researchers (Chapin, 2010; Haas & Laughlin, 2000) report that a first-rate
social studies curriculum would include connections to the real world as well as current
events. Chapin (2010) surveyed 25,000 eighth grade students in both public and private
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schools and found that overall students do not find social studies relevant to their lives or
useful in the future. Haas and Laughlin (2000) assert that there are obstacles and
restrictions preventing and impacting teachers who try to teach current events, due in
large part to the controversial and multifaceted components of the problems in today’s
world. Haas and Laughlin (2000) also comment on a need to determine the best ways to
assess students and a pressing need to overtly include current events in the curriculum as
teachers often opt not to teach them or do not allot enough time to discuss the events
deeply.
On the other hand, Harlin and Brewer (2006) determined that a valuable
component of a social studies curriculum is an emphasis of social studies skills over
social studies content. In order to develop an informed and involved citizenry, students
need to be taught skills such as chronological thinking, historical comprehension, and
active citizenship, while content should be a secondary focus, the vehicle through which
these skills are taught (Harlin & Brewer, 2006).
Likewise, Clark, Vontz, and Barikmo (2008) suggest teaching the theme of civil
disobedience as a means to teach about different past and present examples of civil
disobedience. The authors suggest that teachers provide students the opportunity to
discuss several examples and non-examples of civil disobedience (Clark, Vontz, &
Barikmo, 2008). After determining whether these examples are civil disobedience, they
suggest students should analyze whether they are justified actions (Clark, Vontz, &
Barkimo).
Finally, Coleman (2012) reviewed the literature in elementary social studies and
claims that with inclusion of a significant amount of time reading nonfiction texts in the
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Common Core State Standards, there is an opportunity for cross-curricular connections to
be made. Students can be taught certain social studies skills such as constructing an
argument with evidence, presenting an idea, comparing and contrasting, and finding
cause and effect, which Coleman (2012) claims is more effective than requiring students
to memorize content. However, Coleman cautions that there needs to be a balance of
content and skill as students will need to build background knowledge so that they can
better understand other texts.
Thematic Social Studies Units of Study
Several researchers discuss the importance of teaching social studies with a
thematic framework as opposed to a content-driven curriculum. For example, Burgar,
(2017) completed a study of fifth grade social studies classrooms, and she discovered that
students who were in a class with a thematically driven curriculum fared much better
with disciplinary-specific practices and made more gains than children who were in
classrooms that emphasized the acquisition of content. Bauman (2015) assessed a
framework that was developed in Connecticut that is less focused on content and more
focused on the social studies learning process. Bauman (2015) interviewed Alan S.
Marcus, an associate professor of curriculum and instruction in Uconn’s Neag School of
Education who was a lead writer for the state’s new Social Studies Frameworks, who
found that through this framework, students develop a skillset needed to learn about our
complex, interconnected world. An interdisciplinary approach is emphasized that
includes history, geography, economics, and civics in every year with an additional focus
on state and local social studies (Bauman, 2015).
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In the same vein, Endacott (2005) argues that there should not be a conflict
between content acquisition and social studies skill development. In fact, “knowledge,
social issues, and citizenship are more powerful when considered as integral components
of a comprehensive social studies program” (Endacott, 2005, p. 228 ). Endacott (2005)
adds that multiple topics cannot simply be woven together during one lesson at the end of
the unit; the teacher must purposefully address the theme during each lesson. The author
gives the example of using the concept of “societal health” throughout a course, and
compares that to tracking the lifespan of an animal (Endacott, 2005).
Endacott (2011) asserts that there are many themes that teachers can choose from
when designing social studies curriculums, but that “the choice should be made with the
idea of promoting the continuity and change of history” (p. 73). Then, the author
describes a unit that was created contrasting power and liberty. The researcher would lead
the students to define power and liberty and the relationship between the concepts
(Endacott, 2011). After studying several historical examples through these themes, the
author suggests transitioning to modern examples such as 9/11 and the Patriot Act using
the question, “Was the use of power justified in this case?” to guide discussions
(Endacott, 2011).
Similarly, Howard (1999) contends that The National Council for Social Studies
developed ten themes to guide social studies curriculum planning. Howard (1999) claims:
The standards are organized around ten conceptual themes thought to be ‘essential
to the curriculum at every level because they address societal expectations and the
needs of young future citizens.’ The themes identified by the NCSS are culture;
time, continuity, and change; people, places, and environments; individual
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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. (p. 171)
The author asserts that this idea of teaching around a theme comes from John Dewey who
argued in 1916 that we should “emphasize the ‘main ideas’ of a discipline as a means to
help students make greater sense of their experience” (Dewey, 1916 cited in Howard,
1999, p.171 ). The author introduces five benefits of organizing content around a
conceptual theme: “increase student engagement, promote sophisticated understanding,
enhance memory, facilitate transfer of knowledge, assist in problem solving” (Howard,
1999, p.171). The author found that experts in different fields (medicine, physics) think
and solve problems differently than novices; namely, the researcher found that experts
“make interconnections based on principles and abstract generalizations” (Howard, 1999,
p.172 ).
Laufenberg (2011), a teacher who has taught grade levels from 7-12 in social
studies and currently teaches at the project and inquiry-based Science Leadership
Academy in Philadelphia, noticed that students were not retaining information. She
changed her American history curriculum from chronological to thematic, using the
themes of American Identity, Political Participation, War, Business, Balance of Power,
The American Dream, Environment, and Pivot Points (Laufenberg, 2011). As a result,
she claims that “by the end of the year they have seven shelves onto which to load their
learning” (Laufenberg, 2011, para. 10).
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Social Justice
Currently, social studies researchers seek to understand the role that social justice
plays in schools’ social studies curricula and in the understanding of history and current
events. First, Cuenca and Nichols (2014) discuss the importance of teaching the origins
of the Ferguson uprising (unjust policing, non-representative government, discriminatory
housing practices) and comparing those findings in St. Louis to other communities. The
authors claim that there is need to not learn about Ferguson as a moment in time, but
spark for a movement brought on my institutional racism (Cuenca & Nichols, 2014).
Cuenca and Nichols (2014) assert
The patterns and practices in Ferguson speak to the past and present exercise of
prejudice plus power. But, the acts of citizenship by protestors, artists, community
leaders, and neighbors in Ferguson serve as reminder to listen more carefully to
the ways in which prejudice plus power has been exerted. Hopefully, by
interrogating racism more intentionally in our social studies classrooms and
directing our inquiries toward our own communities, we will be able to see that
we are all, in some way, shape, or form, Ferguson. (p. 252-253)
Rothstein (2015) offers a background of why the suburb of Ferguson was so
segregated and maintains that the narrative that the segregation is de facto is incorrect.
Rothstein (2015) gives several examples throughout the late 1800s until the mid 1900s
that led to St. Louis and other cities to become racially segregated such as racist New
Deal policies, racist real estate agent behaviors, inequitable zoning practices, etc.
Rothstein (2015) says that schools cannot overcome the achievement gap with segregated
schools, and de-segregating the neighborhoods is the first step to addressing the issue.
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Similarly, Obermark (2017) discusses the importance of documenting and
archiving the underrepresented voices about Ferguson and other issues of social justice.
She also discusses the importance of understanding how rhetoric affects the community
(ex: black lives matter vs. all lives matter), and she asserts that rhetorical theory needs to
be co-created with community members (Obermark, 2017).
Finally, Poole (2015) discusses a research-based framework to guide elementary
teachers to create social justice-oriented social studies units. Agarwal-Rangnath (2013)
claims that the five tenets of the framework are “inspiring wonder, painting the picture,
application, connecting the past to the present, and facilitating change” (as cited in Poole,
2015).
Barriers to High-Quality Social Studies Curricula
Many texts in the literature identified barriers to high-quality social studies
curricula. For example, several researchers (Crocco, & Thornton, 2002; Pace, 2011;
Passe, 2010) discuss lack of teacher confidence and sufficient training as obstacles.
Passe (2010) found that teachers in high socioeconomic districts typically have more
autonomy with their social studies curricula and less pressure to overemphasize math and
ELA due to higher standardized test scores so there is a gap between more affluent and
less affluent districts in terms of the time spent teaching social studies as well as the
depth and breadth of the curriculums. Wong (2015) also claims that in addition to a gap
with time spent teaching social studies, there is also an issue with instruction. Teachers of
social studies are often unengaged in the subject or unprepared to teach it because most
have never “done” history, meaning most have not done the research (Wong, 2015).
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Moreover, researchers Aybek and Aslan (2016) found that many social studies
curricula in Turkey suffered from being too superficial. In their study, they examined
social studies textbooks. As a data collection tool, they developed a scale to determine the
compliance of elementary school fourth grade social studies textbooks with critical
thinking standards (Aybek & Aslan, 2016).
Libresco (2010) contends that high-stakes testing in subjects such as ELA and
math has forced many teachers and administrators to de-emphasize social studies and cut
the amount of time that it is taught and some rarely teach it at all. Additionally, Libresco
(2010) found that in states that actually tested social studies, the curricula became
simplistic and based on recall, rather than on deep thinking or analysis of concepts.
Gibson (2012) has been teaching pre-service elementary social studies teachers
for over 20 years and sought to examine the implementation of a new elementary social
studies curriculum in Alberta, Canada, which was supposed to focus on “citizenship
education, identity, perspective taking, inquiry, issues, active engagement of learners,
critical thinking and decision-making” (p. 45). Gibson (2012) interviewed teachers and
students, observed during lessons, and spoke with the district curriculum coordinator.
The goal through these conversations and observations was to discover “their thoughts
and experiences with the new social studies curriculum” (Gibson, 2012, p. 46). The
author also wanted to discover “what the children believed they were being taught in
social studies and why” (Gibson, 2012, p. 46). Gibson (2012) discovered that teachers
believed that the curriculum posed many challenges (age appropriateness, abstractness,
lack of confidence with inquiry-based pedagogy). With the student interviews, it was
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discovered that students could discuss the content of what they were learning but not the
purpose of social studies beyond doing well in school (Gibson, 2012).
Breakstone, Smith, and Wineburg (2012) find fault with typical assessments used
in social studies. The authors purport the need for assessments beyond multiple choice
options; they assert that students must analyze texts, create arguments, and back up their
claims with facts, and they suggest a method called History Assessments of Thinking
(HATS) in which students must consider historical documents and justify their answers in
3-4 sentences (Breakstone, Smith, & Wineburg, 2012).
Wineburg (2016) contends that an issue that modern students face when learning
social studies is that they are inundated with information. Moreover, there is a dire need
to teach our students how to know when a source is trustworthy; students need to know
what to believe and be able to do it quickly (Wineburg, 2016).
Lastly, some researchers identify an over-emphasis on ELA in cross-curricular
efforts as a barrier to high-quality social studies curricula. Heafner, Lipscomb, and
Firchett (2014) studied the instructional practices of elementary social studies teachers in
North and South Carolina. Social studies is a tested subject in South Carolina and is not
tested in North Carolina. The researchers found that when the content areas of literacy
and social studies are combined, the literacy skills tend to take precedence over the social
studies content/skills, and if social studies is a tested subject, teachers spend more time
teaching it (Heafner, Lipscomb, & Firchett, 2014).
Ways to Increase Student Engagement in Social Studies
Student engagement is a critical component of all content-area teaching, and
social studies is no exception. Several of the sources in the literature identified teaching
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strategies to increase student engagement in this subject which is not often considered a
favorite or interesting subject by students. Almerico, Martin, Masuck, Strickland and
Thomas (2012) discovered the need to use children’s literature as a means to increase
student engagement and teacher comfort with complex content. In this particular study,
children’s books were used to teach Westward expansion rather than a reliance on books
written in an expository style, and the researchers asserted higher levels of creative
thinking in students (Almerico, Martin, Masuck, Strickland, & Thomas, 2012). Horton
and Barnett (2008) offer suggestions about how to increase student engagement by
letting students choose the method that they use to demonstrate their learning and use
topics as the vehicle to teach lessons that are applicable even today.
A second pedagogical strategy relayed in the research was the idea that social
studies should emphasize human experience rather than emphasize facts and figures.
Bersh (2013) (2011), a practitioner who has worked for 30 years in the field of
education as both a K-8 teacher and principal, both discuss the need to make social
studies more engaging by discussing what people have had to go through and making
past experiences seem real and relevant to students to promote empathy and
understanding. Bersh (2013) and Schmidt (2011) both claim that children’s literature is a
means through which to make social studies more human-centered, and thus, more
engaging.
Another manner in which to increase student engagement in social studies is to
incorporate controversial learning material. Litner (2018) discusses the need to embed
controversial material into the social studies classroom. However, the author claims that
teachers need to know their audience and choose controversies that are appropriate
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(Litner, 2018). Litner (2018) claims that
powerful social studies is not passive; it is engaging, difficult, contentious, and
raw. It facilitates inquiry, evaluation, and action. Hands are raised and voices are
heard. Using controversy in the secondary classroom provides students a
theoretical and practical springboard from which to wrestle with the ‘slippery
stuff’ of social studies. In doing so, students gain a deeper, more layered
understanding of the topic at hand. They become active, participatory classroom
citizens. Yet using controversy in the social studies classroom is often tempered
by factors teachers can and cannot control. If used thoughtfully, with a purposeful
goal for students and a respectful nod to the community, controversy can facilitate
healthy, constructive conversations that spark reflection and action both inside
and outside of the social studies classroom. (Litner, 2018, p. 19)
A quality of an engaging social studies curriculum could be a curriculum that
encourages creativity. Ucus (2018) conducted a qualitative case study K-4 grade
classrooms in Turkey involving teacher interviews, teacher drawings, and teacher
observations in order to determine how teachers felt about creativity in their classrooms.
The findings revealed that teachers were highly motivated and eager to nurture
creativity in their students’ social studies learning in their implication for practice.
They also indicated some obstacles regarding low-quality curriculum and
instruction, teachers’ negative perceptions in promoting creativity, and finally a
lack of teacher flexibility, freedom, and well-qualified professional development.
(Ucus, 2018, p. 111).
Creativity may be a necessary precursor for curricular change from traditional to human
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centered.
Summary of Literature Review
The literature concerning necessary components of high-quality social studies
curricula, thematic social studies units of study, social justice, barriers to high-quality
social studies experiences for students, and ways to increase student engagement in social
studies helped me design the unit of study around power and oppression. I chose to
specifically incorporate literature and instruction about how to read primary sources and
how to close read complex nonfiction texts. I deliberately included both past and present
events to help students think across a theme. My assessments did not ask students to
regurgitate facts they learned in class; rather, they were expected to apply their
understandings about how power is gained, lost, and maintained and how those who are
marginalized respond to oppression to a new topic not studied in class. Social studies was
taught daily, and students were taught how to examine texts to determine whose voices
were being heard and whose were not.
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Chapter Three: Intervention: Power and Oppression Unit of Study
Summary of Chapter Three
The students in my fifth grade classroom received instruction in a social studies
curriculum comprised of five units of study. The following chapter first discusses the first
unit of study that students experienced in my classroom, a unit about power and
oppression. I detail the learning goals and essential questions of the power and oppression
unit as well as the learning experiences students had before the unit officially began. Then,
each subsequent paragraph contains a description of the day-to-day plans, ending with the
summative assessment. A chart with the daily plans can be found in Appendix A.
Following the description of the intervention, I describe the other four units of study that
students will experience during the year in order to offer a more complete depiction of
what fifth grade social studies looked like in my classroom.
Description of the Intervention
I chose to only collect data about one unit of study that pertained to the district’s
“civics” standard of learning, and this unit took about 20 days to complete, with an hour
for each session. This block of time took place in addition to time slots for reading,
writing, math, science, and word work, so it was not embedded into any other part of the
day. The unit began during the second week of the school year, and similarly to the
aforementioned units, it included a specific reading focus, an emphasis on discourse, and
the inclusion of both past and present events related to the theme. During this unit, the
reading focus was about conducting close reads of complex texts.
There were three overarching essential questions which guided the learning for
the unit: What is power, and how is it gained, used, and justified? What characteristics
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make a good leader? What is oppression, and how do people who are targeted respond?
The unit focused on the concept of power- the power of individuals, groups, and whole
countries. Students were continuously asked to connect what they were learning about
power and oppression to an event that happened locally- the reaction of Ferguson
residents (including peaceful marches, vigils, speeches, property damage, and arson) after
the shooting of unarmed black teenager Michael Brown and the acquittal of the white
police officer, Darren Wilson. I repeatedly returned to the question: Why should the
passionate reactions of citizens in Ferguson not have been a surprise?
I taught some of the learning experiences outside of the social studies block
before the full unit began. I read students the book, Voices in the Park by Anthony
Browne, as this text served as an anchor text for the duration of the semester. The
purpose of this read aloud was to establish the idea that the perspective of the writer
matters. In the book, students were exposed to the same story, which was narrated by
three different characters. Each character’s point of view impacted how the reader
understood the event due to the word choice, tone, and pictures that each character chose
to convey his or her take on the event that occurred in the park. Throughout the rest of the
semester, I provided opportunities for students to practice evaluating articles to determine
whose voices and perspectives were represented and whose were absent. This launched
discussions about bias and what makes articles trustworthy.
The book, Voices in the Park, served as a springboard for the first official lesson
in the unit, which was broken into two parts. First, students worked in small groups on a
worksheet that the I created called, “Past or Present” (Appendix B). Students attempted to
match historical and current event descriptions to the years they occurred. After the
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students were given time to make guesses about the events and dates, I led a discussion
about the strategies they used to make their choices. I asked students to consider whether
or not they were able to determine the race, class, gender, etc. of the parties involved.
Moreover, I posed this question to the class: Why was the page so difficult?
During the second part of the first lesson, students learned about how listening to
people with different perspectives telling the news during the Darren Wilson trial affected
how they understood an event. I reminded the students at the beginning of the lesson that
throughout history, those with power in a society usually were the ones whose voices
were the loudest and most respected as voices of authority. Therefore, the way humans
interpret historical events is usually impacted by the voices of those in power. After
getting some background information about the events that unfolded in Ferguson, MO
after the officer-involved shooting death of Michael Brown, students listened to two
video clips with different perspectives and voices about the event. Students analyzed how
the videos made them think about the event and what aspects of the video made them
think this way, including tone, images, and word choice. One of the videos presented the
protesters in a more negative light, while the other video portrayed the officers in a more
negative light. Students discussed how the voices narrating the stories impacted how the
viewer understood how the events unfolded; a viewer would need to hear several voices
to understand the event fully. I outlined the purpose of the unit, which was that students
would be studying patterns of power, oppression, and rebellion in the hopes that they
would be able to answer the following question: Why should the reactions in Ferguson
not have been a surprise? Students wrote in their journals at the close of the lesson,
brainstorming a list of all of the people and groups with power in the United States today.
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The next lesson served the purpose of helping students to define the terms power
and oppression and understand them through the example of Nelson Mandela and
Apartheid in South Africa. Students watched a video clip about Nelson Mandela’s life
through the lens of power. They determined who had power in the video, who was
oppressed, and how the oppressed group responded to the group with power. By the end
of the lesson, students brainstormed a list of responses by the oppressed group including
strikes, marches, guerilla warfare, and civil disobedience.
After students had a more solid understanding of the vocabulary words of power
and oppression, they spent the next class period studying another famous leader of the
modern world, Malala Yousafzai. Yousafzai is an activist who fights for girls’ right to an
education. She was shot by the Taliban for speaking out on this issue, but she lived, and
she went on to earn the Nobel Peace Prize. The purpose of the lesson was to introduce the
concept of close-reading and to analyze the characteristics of good leaders. I modeled the
steps of close-reading with an article about Malala’s life. During the first read, students
just read the text to understand the gist. During the second read, students divided the text
into sections and wrote a sentence to describe the main idea of each section. During the
third read of the article, students analyzed who had power, who was oppressed, and how
the oppressed respond to mistreatment. They added to the previous day’s list several
observations including writing criticisms of those in power, speaking to leaders in other
countries for help, making speeches, and donating money to fight against those in power.
At the end of the lesson, students reflected in their response journals: What characteristics
make a good leader?
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The next three lessons in the unit had a similar structure. Students learned about
three rebellions in history: The Russian Revolution, the American Revolution, and the
uprisings in Ferguson, MO after the death of Michael Brown. Students discovered that
one way people who are oppressed respond to those in power is through violence and
sometimes even full-scale war. They watched video clips and did close-readings of
articles about each of the events, continuing to make connections among all three. On the
fourth day, the students had a Socratic Seminar discussion about the three revolts. The
class split into two groups; the first group had an unstructured discussion with guided
questions in a circle while the other group watched and offered feedback. Each student
was responsible for offering feedback to one, specific classmate. Then, the groups
switched. Some of the questions students considered were: Should the citizens have
rebelled? Why do rebellions happen? Which rebellions were justified? Were any of the
rebellions not justified? Why? At the end of both Socratic Seminars, students reflected in
their journals about when they believed rebellions are justified and why they think
revolutions have occurred so often in history. I added some of the strategies the
oppressed used to respond to those in power to the ongoing list: revolts, destroying
property, not listening to police or military when asked to leave.
Following the lessons focused on rebellions, students spent one day learning
about the Women’s Suffrage Movement, with the purpose being that students gathered
more information about the ways that oppressed groups react to their oppression and
bring about change. They studied this movement through primary sources from the time
such as letters, songs, photographs, advertisements, propaganda materials, and newspaper
clippings (Appendix C). Students shared their interpretations of the primary sources
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through a round robin discussion protocol. At the end of the lesson, students did a short,
written reflection which was shared in small groups. They wrote to answer the question:
What strategy do you think is the most effective for oppressed groups to change laws?
After concentrating for several classes on violent methods to overthrow unfair
rulers, students spent the next two sessions learning about nonviolent methods that
countries use to avoid warring with other nations over disagreements. I introduced the
term, diplomacy, to the class, and I illustrated this vocabulary word with a song from the
musical, Hamilton called “The Room Where it Happens.” Students did a close reading
activity with an article about the roles and responsibilities of diplomats. They studied the
approaches of diplomats to avoid violence including negotiation, bribery, deals, and
threats. After, they created posters with pictures and key words to describe the jobs of
diplomats and ambassadors. The following day, students were charged with the task of
using diplomatic principles and strategies to solve a problem involving sisters (Appendix
D). After analyzing the problem (Appendix E), students created skits to model how they
would resolve the conflict.
The next two class sessions required students to think about one way that power
was structured unfairly in history through feudalism. The class split into two groups; half
of the class studied feudalism in Europe during the Middle Ages, and half the class
studied the same structure in Japan. Both groups did close-readings of textbook selections
about these systems. They also watched short video clips. The following day, the Europe
group had a Socratic Seminar first, and then the Japan group’s discussion followed.
Students considered questions such as: Who has power under the system of feudalism?
Who did not have power? Do you think you would have liked living in a feudalistic
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society? Why or why not? Do you think feudalism would be an effective way to build a
strong country? Why or why not? After both discussions, students wrote in their response
journals about the connections they saw between feudalism in Europe and feudalism in
Japan.
The final topic students learned about as a whole class during this unit involved a
question around the power of the U.S. government, specifically whether or not the
government should be able to have the power to put limits on businesses. Students read
two articles about the Keystone XL Pipeline, one from each side of the debate. The next
day, students had a conversation using the cooperative learning structure called “Four
Heads Together.” Groups of students discussed questions and came up with a collective
response to represent their group. I rolled a die and one representative per group shared
their group’s thinking. Students discussed main ideas from the texts such as why Trump
supported the construction of the pipeline and why Obama rejected it. Students also
debated whether or not they thought the government should be able to intervene in
businesses and why. After the discussion, students wrote in their response journals about
their opinions about the Keystone Pipeline and if they thought the government should be
involved in the decision to finish it.
Over the next several days, students worked in teams on a culminating project
about a current or historical event related to power such as the French Revolution, Pueblo
Revolt, Shay’s Rebellion, John Brown’s Anti-Slavery Raid, Boko Haram kidnappings in
Nigeria, Saudi Arabian women getting the right to drive, and Iran restricting citizens’
rights to use social media (Appendix F). Students had several options in how they could
demonstrate their learning about the topic, and their presentations ranged from keynotes,
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videos, skits, songs, historical fiction picture books, and raps. After watching their
classmates’ projects, students wrote journal entries about why they thought they learned
about social studies in school and how they thought learning about power and oppression
would help them as adults.
The final assessment of the unit was a formal test (Appendix G), and students
were asked to transfer their understanding of power and oppression to a topic they had
not previously studied: The Mexican Revolution. Students read an article and watched a
short video clip about the event to answer questions related to power and oppression.
Students could show that they were extending the learning benchmark by making
connections between the Mexican Revolution and the events in Ferguson, MO.
Description of the Four Social Studies Units in the Curriculum
Historically, teachers in my district have had a great deal of autonomy in teaching
social studies, and there is not presently a prescriptive curriculum that teachers are
required to follow with fidelity. This autonomy afforded me considerable freedom when
designing the power and oppression unit, as well as the other units of study in social
studies. Currently, my district employs a standards-based grading system, and the five
overarching learning standards for social studies during the 2018-2019 school year
included history, culture, geography, economics, and civics (see Appendix H). With these
learning standards as the anchor, I designed four units of learning to target the five
standards. These five units made up the collective social studies curriculum for fifth
grade at my school. Each of the units focused on a reading skill and a social studies
concept, and four out of the five units included both past and present events that target a
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specific theme for the unit. Each unit also emphasized classroom discussion and
discourse. Students read, wrote, or talked about social studies topics daily.
Other Units of Study Students Experienced
Before the five formal units began, I spent deliberate time establishing a
classroom community. The fifth graders in my class created inside-outside portraits based
on a self-portrait by Maya Christine Gonzalez. Gonzalez’s portrait includes words and
symbols to describe how she feels on the inside and traits she has that she does not
always share with the outside world. The portrait’s border describes the traits and
interests of the painter that are more obvious to people who meet her. Students created
similar portraits by brainstorming the traits and interests that form their outside persona
(such as soccer, big sister, outgoing, etc.) as well as the traits, interests, and values that
they do not always portray as overtly to people they meet (fear of failure, lover of
science).
Students also analyzed the poem called “Raised by Women” by Kelly Norman
Ellis, and this became a mentor text. Students used this model to write their own “Raised
By” poems to explore where they came from and how that had shaped them into the
people they were presently. Through additional “getting to know you” activities and
share time, a sense of trust, belonging, and celebration of diversity was cultivated. When
a classroom does not have a strong community, the teacher may find that utilizing a
social studies program such as the one in this study may produce different outcomes.
Following the power and oppression unit, was a history unit. The reading focus of
the unit was identifying cause and effect relationships in a text. During this unit, students
read about a variety of historical events, including the rise of West African civilizations,
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Triangular Trade, the Civil War, World War I, and World War II. While they read or
watched videos about each topic, they completed cause and effect graphic organizers to
show how events were connected. At the end of the unit, partners created a digital
slideshow to demonstrate the cause and effect relationships in a current or past event to
share with their classmates.
Another unit of study in the curriculum, which followed the history unit, was
about culture and clashes of culture. Throughout this unit, students used the reading skill
of comparing and contrasting to analyze the varying perspectives and practices of
different cultural groups. Students first learned about their own culture and the cultures of
their classmates. When students had a firmer understanding of what culture is, they began
to explore misconceptions and stereotypes around cultural groups. This was done through
the example of Native Americans. Students learned about the varying lifestyles of Native
Americans in different geographical regions. Following this research, students analyzed a
number of primary sources relating to Native American assimilation schools in the 1800s
and 1900s. They wrote historical fiction stories from the point of view of a Native
American student at the Carlisle Indian School, using details from secondary and primary
sources they gathered about how Native Americans may have experienced this school.
Later, students learned about the similarities and differences between the different
major religions in the world. Transferring this knowledge, students learned about a
female Muslim police officer who experienced clashes of culture from within and outside
of her religion. They compared that clash of culture to an issue in Iran where people were
arrested for creating a Youtube video, dancing to Pharell’s song, “Happy,” because some
of the ideas, outfits, and dancing conflicted with traditional Muslim ideals. The
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culminating project required students to act as a travel agent and advise their client about
how to avoid clashes of culture in different countries.
The geography unit followed the culture unit, and it was a short unit which
focused on using nonfiction text features to aid in comprehension. Students learned how
to use maps, charts, pictures, symbols, and headings to make sense of a text. The students
read about previously covered topics, and they used the nonfiction text features to deepen
their understanding.
Finally, students learned about economics; however, I did not create this unit of
study. It was created by Junior Achievement, a non-profit organization focused on
helping students, and students learn about personal finance, careers, and businesses.
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Chapter Four: Research Design
Summary of Chapter Four
This chapter outlines the methodology used during the action research study. I first
discuss the rationale for the research design as well as the action steps taken to increase
the validity of the study. Then, I define the context and participants in the study. Finally,
I detail the types of data I collected, both quantitative and quantitative, and I explain
which research questions connect with each of the data sources.
Action Research
Because I sought to solve a problem in my classroom, where I had a vested
interest in seeing positive outcomes for students, I relied upon an action research
framework to carry out this research study (Herr & Anderson, 2015). Specifically, I
utilized insider action research as the practitioner conducting research with my students,
rather than to or on my students (Herr & Anderson, 2015). My research questions were,
as Herr and Anderson (2015) suggest, “formalized versions of puzzles that practitioners
have been struggling with for some time and perhaps even acting on in terms of problem
solving” (p. 92). I had noticed for years a need for a new social studies curriculum that
would be more relevant and engaging for students, and I also hoped that I could create a
curriculum rooted in the concepts of social justice. Thus, it was a question that “the
practitioner wants to do better or understand more clearly” (p. 93). I was an active
participant in each step of the research process, from the design of the entire
intervention, the delivery of the intervention, the creation of data collection tools, the
collection of data, and the analysis of the data. I reflected upon my practice at each stage
of the research process by keeping notes in my researcher journal, and my observations
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informed my practice along the way. Not only did my students grow from experiencing
the curriculum, but I grew as a researcher and teacher as well as I watched, in real time,
the impact of the intervention on my students. I hoped that the curriculum I created
would also be able to have a positive impact on the larger educational community. I
wanted other teachers to see the benefit of teaching young social studies students in a
more thematic, as opposed to chronological, structure.
Research Design Rationale and Validity
This study used a mixed methods design, a process through which I collected
and analyzed both qualitative and quantitative data in order to develop a more
complete and holistic understanding of the problem (Creswell, 2014). The rationale
for mixing is that both methods are necessary in order for the researcher to analyze the
full scope of emerging patterns and nuanced experiences, particularly when the problem
is complex such as students’ experiences and outcomes after learning through a
thematic social studies curriculum. Creswell (2014) argues that “the combination of
qualitative and quantitative approaches provides a more complete understanding of a
research problem than either approach alone” (p. 4).
Differing philosophical worldviews account for the contrast between qualitative
and quantitative research. Quantitative researchers collect numerical data through a
more traditional inquiry approach, referred to as postpositivism or the scientific method
(Creswell, 2014). Through this methodology, researchers assert the deterministic belief
that “causes (probability) determine effects or outcomes. Thus, the problems studied by
postpositivists reflect the need to identify and assess the causes that influence
outcomes, such as found in experiments” (Creswell, 2014, p. 7). Investigators rely on
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isolated variables, hypotheses and questions, and observation and measurement to
determine whether a theory can be supported or refuted by the data.
Conversely, qualitative researchers tend to approach research with a
constructivist lens, which states that
individuals seek understanding of the world in which they live and work.
Individuals develop subjective meanings of their experiences- meanings directed
toward certain objects or things. These meanings are varied and multiple, leading
the researcher to look for the complexity of views rather than narrowing
meanings into a few categories or ideas. (Creswell, 2014, p. 8)
Constructivists ask broad exploratory or deep, probing questions and seek to
understand how context affects historical and cultural settings. Rather than confirm or
refute a theory, researchers create or advance a theory or meaningful pattern.
The pragmatic philosophy takes many forms, but is the basis of the mixed
methods research approach. Researchers who subscribe to the pragmatic worldview do
not focus on methods of research; rather, researchers underscore the research problem
and “use all approaches available to understand the problem” (Creswell, 2014, p. 10).
Using this approach, researchers are not bound to any single philosophy or data
collection methodology. They have the choice to determine the best way to understand
the problem by collecting data copiously from both qualitative and quantitative sources.
This study used design of convergent parallel mixed methods, which requires
researchers to collect both qualitative and quantitative data at the same time and
“integrates the information in the interpretation of the overall results. Contradictions or
incongruent findings are explained or further probed in this design” (Creswell, 2014, p.
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15). In this study, numerical data was collected through descriptive rubrics (standards),
which were used at the beginning of the school year and the end of the first thematic
unit (power and oppression). The purpose of this assessment data was to determine the
social studies skills that students had and did not have prior to learning thematically.
Additional numerical data was collected in the form of a survey administered at the
beginning of the school year and end of the unit. The purpose of this data was to
understand students’ experiences with social studies curricula in the previous school
years and how their thoughts and opinions about social studies changed after
experiencing a thematic curriculum. In addition to quantitative data, qualitative
interview data was gathered at two points during the quarter (the beginning and the
end) in order to explore how students experienced this type of curriculum. The
interview data also helped to explain why certain external and internal factors may
have impacted the numerical scores on the pre-assessment.
The rationale for this approach is that the quantitative data and results provided
a clear picture of the research problem (i.e., what students understood about patterns in
social studies), while the qualitative data and its analysis helped to refine and explain
those statistical results by probing into students’ experiences, backgrounds, and views
in more depth.
The qualitative and quantitative data were equally emphasized, because both
types of research are major components of the analysis. Both types of data were roughly
collected at the same time at several points throughout the unit, namely at the beginning
and end of the unit, and the results of the two phases were integrated during the
discussion section of the study. The goal was to see how students’ ideas and opinions
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changed over time as well as their skills in social studies in order to determine if there
was a correlation between deeper understandings in social studies (specifically the
themes of power and oppression), a favorable opinion of social studies and social justice
and its relevance, and the participation in a thematic social studies unit.
I purposefully selected the participants using a convenience-sampling plan (the
fifth graders in my class), so the study cannot be generalized to all fifth-grade classes.
However, this study may transfer to other fifth grade classes with similar demographics
and cultural experiences. The survey was piloted with different fifth grade aged students
the year before the study began in order to determine the survey’s reliability and validity.
Threats to internal validity using quantitative data included a limited sample
group. I minimized these threats to validity by only making generalizations about groups
to which the results apply. In the conclusion, I examined both the quantitative and
qualitative data to justify themes, which emerged from the data. To ensure validity of the
findings, I employed several strategies: triangulation, member checking, and providing
rich, thick description to convey the findings (Creswell, 2014, p. 201-202).
The first strategy I used to increase the study’s validity was the strategy of
triangulation. I analyzed and compared all of my data sources to ensure all of them
yielded the same insights, in order that I could be confident that the emergent themes
were confirmed by multiple sources of data (Herr & Anderson, 2015). I asked the
teachers at my school who taught the same power and oppression unit to confirm if the
results that my raw data showed reflected the observations of their own students during
the same time period. Creswell (2014) suggests that researchers can increase the validity
of their studies by utilizing the strategy of using a “rich, thick description to convey the
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findings” (p. 202). I used this strategy by writing in a way that would “transport readers
to the setting and give the discussion and element of shared experiences” (Creswell,
2014, p. 202). In order to make my readers understand the findings, I incorporated
numerous direct quotes from students, both during interviews and during discussions. I
also incorporated detailed lesson plans so that the reader could fully understand the
intervention.
Context and Participants
The study took place in my fifth grade classroom, where I teach all subjects. The
participants in this study were the current fifth grade students in my class, aged ten and
eleven, at a Midwest elementary school during the 2018 fall semester. The sample group
included 24 boys and girls, among which there were students with individualized
education plans (IEPs), students without IEPs, and students of different racial and
socioeconomic make ups. The majority of the sample group were Caucasian, middle class
students, due to the student population at the school. There were 20 white students, 1
Asian student, 1 African American student, and 2 multi-racial students. The class had 13
female students and 11 male students. The vast majority of the students, 75%, had
attended the school since kindergarten. There were three students (12.5%) who came to
the school in first or second grade and three students (12.5%) who came to the school in
third, fourth, or fifth grade. Of the 24 students in the class, 3 of them (12.5%) qualified
for gifted education. The same number of students (12.5%) qualified for an
Individualized Education Plan (IEP). According to the Missouri Department of
Elementary and Secondary Education website, 9.7% of the students in the school qualify
for free or reduced price lunch.
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The sample size for the pre-assessments and post-assessments, student surveys,
and student work samples was 24 students out of the 25 students in my class. I chose
not to include the data of one student because he was out of the room for 50% of the
social studies instructional block to receive special education services in other
subjects; therefore, his data may not be considered valid as he did not experience the
curriculum in the same way as his peers. The individual student scores on the
quantitative assessments were compared to the individual survey data from select
questions to determine if there was a relationship between student attitude and
experiences during the unit and student performance on pre-assessments and postassessments.
For one portion of the qualitative part of the study, interview data was collected to
study trends in students’ understanding and application of social studies skills and
concepts. I chose eight students to interview of a variety of backgrounds and academic
performance levels. Each interview lasted for about five minutes and was conducted in
the my classroom during the school day. I chose to only include one third of the students
in my class because of time constraints. I could not sacrifice more instructional time to
conduct interviews with every student in my class, but I was confident that the diverse
group I chose would be an accurate representation of my class as a whole. There were
two students who typically performed below grade level (one boy and one girl), two
students who typically performed above grade level (one boy and one girl), and four
students who typically performed at grade level (two boys and two girls). This helped to
ensure a more balanced lens of the students’ experiences in the social studies classroom.
In the survey informed consent form, the participants were informed that they could be
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selected for the follow up voluntary individual interviews. Due to the age of the
interviewees, I obtained parental consent before conducting interviews by offering
voluntary informed consent forms. The children also assented to being interviewed. I
continued to conduct interviews until the data was saturated, or “when gathering fresh
data no longer sparks new insights or reveals new properties” (Creswell, 2014, p. 189).
Data Collection
The overarching research question for the study was, how can a thematic fifth
grade social studies curriculum about power and oppression impact student understanding
about social justice?
For the first part of this study, the guiding research question was:
-

What do students understand about patterns in social studies?

-

How do students feel about the subject of social studies?

This question and the following sub-questions were studied through pre and post
assessment data. Students took a social studies test about the Mexican Revolution
before the unit officially began. They took an identical assessment at the end of the unit
(yet, they did not study the Mexican Revolution specifically). I used descriptive data
and other quantitative measures to determine student growth with understandings about
power and oppression.
Furthermore, during the second part of the research study, students took surveys
about their thoughts and experiences with social studies. These data were analyzed
using quantitative statistics.
The specific research sub-questions for the second part of the study were:
1. How can students better identify examples of how power is maintained, lost,
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and justified in current and historical events?
2. How can students better identify examples of oppression in current and
historical events?
3. How can students better predict how those who are targeted will react
to abuses of power?
During the third part of the study, I interviewed students through a
semi-structured interview protocol. Then, I transcribed and coded their
interviews for indicators of understanding about power and oppression and
their feelings about the purpose and relevance of social studies.
The specific sub-questions for the third part of the study were:
1. Do students discuss social studies topics at home?
2. What do students understand about power and oppression?
3. How do students feel that learning about power and oppression
will help them in the future?
In addition to interviews, I also conducted observations of student discussions
and work samples during the fourth part of the research. My researcher journal and one
of the students’ response journal entries were transcribed and coded to determine student
understandings about power and oppression. These data were analyzed using conceptual
analysis of existing and emerging codes. The questions that guided this portion of the
research were:
-What social studies skills are students demonstrating?
-What are students’ experiences with thematic social studies units?
Table 1 offers an examination of the sources of data used in the study, a timeline of when
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each data source was collected, the participants involved in each piece of data, and the
research questions associated with each data source.
Data Collection: Quantitative. One of the quantitative portions of the study
focused on identifying the social studies theme of power and oppression. Students read
about a topic that is not covered in the elementary curriculum: the Mexican Revolution.
The reason that this context was used was that it contained ideas of power and
oppression, and since students did not have prior exposure at school on this topic, it
allowed me to see if students could transfer their understandings and skills to a new
subject. In order to ensure that the test assessed social studies understanding and not
reading comprehension, all students were provided a recording of the text and questions
read aloud. The primary technique for collecting the primary data was a self-developed
assessment (Appendix A), which required students to answer questions related to the
aforementioned themes of power and oppression. There were three questions for each
theme, a total of six questions. Students received a rubric score for each question (1-4),
one being no understanding of the theme, two being some understanding of the theme,
three being proficient understanding of the theme, and four being extended
understanding of the theme. At the end of the unit of study, students took the same test
to determine if their understandings had increased.
The second part of the research study included a survey (see Appendix I) given to
all 24 students before the unit began. Students were asked to answer Likert-scale
questions concerning their opinions about social studies, their knowledge and skills
related to understanding issues of power and oppression, and the relevance of social
studies to their daily lives. At the conclusion of the unit, students completed the survey
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for a second time so that I could discern whether or not their opinions and
understandings had changed after the learning experiences in my classroom.
Data Collection: Qualitative. The qualitative portions of the study had an emic
perspective, as I did not seek to prove a theory about social studies; rather, I chose to
interview students to see what patterns emerged, using qualitative analytic techniques.
The patterns that the research explored related to students’ experiences during the
curriculum activities and their engagement and interest in social studies topics. I wanted
to see if there was a positive correlation between thematic social studies units and
student opinion. My role as a researcher was to serve as an active participant in the
research. According to Creswell (2014), “the inquirer is typically involved in a
sustained and extensive experience with participants” (p. 187). I also collected data
through examining student work samples, observing student learning behaviors and
attitudes, and examining the field notes in my researcher journal. I recorded notable
quotes from students, obstacles students encountered, student reactions, and student
understandings each day in my researcher journal. I used these data sources to determine
what students were understanding about power and oppression.
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Table 1.
Data Sources and Corresponding Research Questions.
What Questions Did the Data Sources Seek to Answer?
Data Source
Pre-Assessment
and PostAssessment
about Power
and Oppression

Sample
Group
All 24
students

Research Questions
What do students
understand about patterns
in social studies?

Timeline
August and
October

How can students
better identify
examples of how
power is maintained,
lost, and justified in
current and historical
events?
How can students better
identify examples of
oppression in current and
historical events?

Pre-Surveys
and PostSurveys

All 24
Students

August and
How can students better
predict how those who
are targeted will react to
abuses of power?

October

How do students feel
about the subject of
social studies?

Pre-Interviews

8 Students

Do students
discuss social
studies topics at
home?
What do students
understand about power
and oppression?
How do students feel that

August and
October
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learning about power and
oppression will help them
in the future?
Student Writing
Samples

All 24
Students

What social studies skills
are students
demonstrating?

September

Researcher
Journal

Not
Applicable

What social studies skills
are students
demonstrating?

August-

What are students’
experiences with thematic
social studies units?

October
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Chapter Five: Results
Summary of Chapter Five
The fifth chapter explains the results of the data collection. First, I describe how
both the qualitative and quantitative data were analyzed and related to each other. The
rest of the chapter is organized around the data sources. I explain what each of the data
sources showed, and I offer an interpretation of the results of each data source. The data
is presented in the following order: pre and post-assessments, pre and post-surveys,
interviews with select students, student writing samples, and my researcher journal.
Data Analysis
In this convergent mixed methods approach, I analyzed the qualitative and
quantitative separately and then merged the data by using a side-by-side comparison
(Creswell, 2014). I reported the statistical findings from the pre-assessments and postassessments and pre-surveys and post-surveys in the data analysis portion of the study.
In order to determine the qualitative themes, which emerged from the interviews,
field notes and student work samples, the data was coded and analyzed. The steps that I
took as the different data sources are collected were (1) organizing and preparing data for
analysis; (2) reading through every record; (3) hand coding the data; (4) determining
themes which emerge from the coded data; (5) interrelating themes found in the data; (6)
interpreting the meaning of the themes (Creswell, 2014).
The interpretation of the themes was written into the discussion section of the
study. In this section, I discussed whether the qualitative and quantitative data was
confirming or if the two types of data resulted in a “divergent situation” (Creswell, 2014,
p. 223).
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Power and Oppression: Pre and Post Assessments
Before the unit began, 24 students took a pre-assessment to determine what they
understood about power and oppression. I had three research questions I hoped to answer
through analysis of the pre and post-assessments. What do students understand about
patterns in social studies? How can students better identify examples of how power is
maintained, lost, and justified in current and historical events? How can students better
identify examples of oppression in current and historical events? My school district uses
standards-based grading, so the students were assessed using the district-provided rubric.
Students received a score between one and four. According to the district’s rubric, a one
indicated the student was at the beginning level of understanding: “Even with assistance,
I have difficulty demonstrating partial mastery of concepts and facts.” A two indicated
that the student was approaching the learning target: “I demonstrate partial mastery of
concepts and facts.” A score of three indicated that the student was meeting grade level
expectations for social studies: “I demonstrate secure mastery of concepts and facts.”
Students receiving a score of four were extending the benchmark for learning: “I
demonstrate secure mastery of concepts and facts and can work beyond grade level
expectations. I can apply concepts and facts to different contexts.”
Pre-Assessment. On the pre-assessment, the mean score for all 24 students was
1.896 (Figure 1). The mode score was 1. The mean score for female students on the preassessment was 2, and the mean pre-test score for the male students was 1.772. The mode
on the pre-assessment for both boys and girls was a score of 1.
Post-Assessment. On the post-assessment, the mean score for all 24 students was
3.458 (Figure 1). The mode score was 4. The mean change from the pre-assessment score
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to the post-assessment score was 1.562. The mode change from the pre-assessment was a
1 point increase from the pre-assessment to the post-assessment. The results of the paired
t-test showed that the two-tailed P value is less than 0.0001, which made the difference
between the pre-assessments and post-assessments extremely statistically significant with
a 95% confidence interval of the difference between the post-assessment and preassessment (1.563). To conduct the paired t-test, the values that were used were t=
10.9908 and there were 23 degrees of freedom. The standard error of difference was
0.142.

Figure 1. Results of the Pre-Assessment and Post-Assessment.
On the post-assessment, the mean score for female students was 3.423 (Figure 2).
The mean score for male students was 3.5. The girls’ mean increase from the preassessment to the post-assessment was 1.423. The mode change in score from the pre-
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assessment to the post-assessment was an increase of 1 point. The boys’ mean change
from the pre-assessment to the post-assessment was 1.727. The mode for the boys
increased from the pre-assessment to the post-assessment by two points. Figure 2 shows
the scores on the pre-assessments and the post-assessments as well as the mean change
between the two scores. The data is aggregated by gender and also includes the entire
class’s mean scores.

Figure 2. Mean Increase from the Pre-Assessment to the Post-Assessment.
Assessment interpretations. The students were able to better understand the
concepts of power and oppression, even about a topic they had never formally studied,
after they experienced a thematic unit about power and oppression. All students,
regardless of their academic abilities, improved from the pre-assessment to the postassessment, and the change was statistically significant. Female students had a better
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understanding of power and oppression before the unit began compared to male students,
but they had a weaker understanding of power and oppression compared to male students
at the end of the unit. The male students increased their scores by a greater margin than
the female students. Table 2 shows the differences between the boys’ and girls’ scores on
both the pre-assessment and post-assessment.
Table 2.
Assessment Results. The mean scores on the pre-assessments and post-assessments
aggregated by gender.

Mean PreAssessment Score
Mean PostAssessment Score
Mean Change

Class

Girls

Boys

1.896

2.000

1.773

3.458

3.423

3.5

1.563

1.423

1.727

Power and Oppression: Pre and Post Surveys
I surveyed all 24 students before they participated in the power and oppression
unit (August) and after they participated in the unit (October). Students were asked
identical questions in the pre-survey and the post-survey to see how their opinions of
social studies and the power and oppression unit changed over time. The students
responded to statements about social studies and indicated to what degree they agreed
with the statement. Each question was written with a Likert scale rating 1-5. A one-rating
meant “definitely disagree.” A two-rating meant “disagree.” A three-rating meant
“neither agree nor disagree.” A four-rating meant “agree.” A five-rating meant “strongly
agree.” Through analysis of the pre and post-surveys I hoped to answer the following
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questions: How can students better predict how those who are targeted will react to
abuses of power? How do students feel about the subject of social studies?
Survey question four. The fourth question on the survey asked students to
respond to the statement, I enjoy the subject of social studies. A summary of the results of
question four is shown in Table 3. In August, the mean response was 3.412. The mode
response was 3. For girls, the mean response was 3.538, and for boys, the mean response
was 3.363. The mode for the girls was 3, and the mode for boys was 4.
In October, the students’ mean response to question 4 was 3.958. The mode
response was 4. For girls, the mean rating was 4.154. For boys, the mean rating was
3.818. The mode for girls in October was 4, and the boys’ mode rating was also 4.
The mean change for the class between August and October was 0.542. The mode
change was 0. The girls had an mean response change of 0.615. The mode change was 0.
The boys had an mean rating change of 0.455. The mode change was 0. Table 3 shows
the difference between how the boys and girls rated question 4.
The results of the paired t-test showed that there was a statistically significant
difference between how students felt about social studies in August as compared to how
they felt about it in October because the P value was equivalent to 0.0201. The mean of
the pre-survey results for question four minus the mean of the post-survey results for
question resulted in a difference of 0.54 with a 95% confidence interval. The standard
error of difference was 0.217, with a t value of 2.4978 and 23 degrees of freedom.
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Table 3.
Survey Question 4 Results.
Question 4: I like the subject of social studies.
Class

Girls

Boys

August Rating

3.412

3.538

3.363

October Rating

3.958

4.154

3.818

Mean Change

0.542

0.615

0.455

Survey question four interpretations. After participating in a thematic unit
about power and oppression, students were more likely to say that they liked the subject
of social studies. While some students’ ratings remained the same and did not increase,
only one student’s rating went down from August to October. I was able to draw the
conclusion that participation in a thematic unit about power and oppression is linked to a
greater appreciation of the subject of social studies. In contrast to the interview data,
which showed that boys were more likely to have a favorable view of social studies than
girls, the survey data indicated that girls had a more positive view of social studies both
before the unit began and after the unit ended. Girls also increased their ratings at a
higher rate than boys in the class did.
Survey question five. The fifth statement on the survey was, Learning about
current events in the world is important. A summary of the results of question five is
shown in Table 4. In August, the class responded with an mean rating of 4.167. The mode
rating was 4. Girls responded to the question with an mean rating of 4.308. The mode for
the girls was 4. The boys rated question five with an mean rating of 4.000. The mode for
the boys was 4.
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In October, the mean rating for the class for the fifth question was 4.541. The
mode for the class was 5. Girls responded with an mean rating of 4.538 and a mode
response of 5. Boys ranked question five with an mean score of 4.545 and a mode
response of 5.
The mean change for the class on question five was 0.375, and the mode increase
for each student between August and October was 1. Girls increased by 0.231 with a
mode response of 1. Boys increased by 0.545 with a mode increase of 1. Table 4 shows
the difference between how the boys and girls rated question five.
The results of the paired t-test for question five indicated that the difference
between the August and October surveys was not quite statistically significant. The P
value was 0.0587. The difference between the means of the post and pre-surveys for
question five was 0.38, and there was a 95% confidence interval for this difference. The
standard error of difference was 0.189, and the t-value was 1.998. There were 23 degrees
of freedom used in the calculations.
Table 4.
Survey Question 5 Results.
Question 5: Learning about current events in the world is important.
Class

Girls

Boys

August Rating

4.167

4.308

4.000

October Rating

4.541

4.538

4.545

Mean Change

0.375

0.231

0.545

Survey question five interpretations. While students did increase their belief
that learning about current events is important after experiencing the power and
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oppression thematic unit, their ratings did not increase by a statistically significant
amount. Additionally, their mean ratings were high before the unit even began. Most
students agreed that learning about current events is important. Girls thought current
events were more important to learn about than boys before the unit began, but by the end
of the unit, boys rated the importance slightly higher than girls. However, both genders
agreed that current events are important in a social studies curriculum.
Survey question six. The sixth question on the survey was, I can find connections
between past events and present events in terms of power and oppression. A summary of
the results of question six is shown in Table 5. In August, the mean rating for this
statement was 3.250. The mode was 3. For girls, the mean response was 3.154, and the
mode was 3. For boys, the mean response was 3.364, and the mode was 3.
During the post-survey, the mean response mean increased to 3.917. The mode
response was 4. The mean girl rating was 3.923, and the mode for girls in October for the
sixth question was 4. Boys increased their rating on question six to 3.909. The mode for
the boys on the post-survey was 4.
The mean change for the whole class on the sixth question was 0.667. The mode
for the increase between the pre-survey and post-survey was 0. The mean increase for
girls was 0.769, and the mean increase for boys was 0.545. Table 5 shows the difference
between how the boys and girls rated question six.
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Table 5.
Survey Question 6 Results.
Question 6: I can find connections between past events and present events in terms of
power and oppression.
Class
Girls
Boys
August Rating

3.250

3.154

3.364

October Rating

3.917

3.923

3.909

Mean Change

0.667

0.769

0.545

The results of the paired t-test for the sixth question on the survey indicated that
the mean differences between the pre-surveys and post-surveys were very statistically
significant. The two-tailed P value was equivalent to 0.0065, with a 95% confidence
interval of the difference between the pre-surveys and post-surveys equaling 0.67. A tvalue of 2.9959, 23 degrees of freedom, and a standard error of 0.223 were used in
calculating the paired t-test.
Survey question six interpretations. After participating in a thematic unit about
power and oppression, students were more likely to self-report that they could find
connections between past and present events in terms of power and oppression, and the
results were statistically significant. This means that after learning about power and
oppression, students were more confident about the meanings of the words and how these
concepts thread throughout historical and current events. However, even though the
majority of students reported an increased ability to identify examples of power and
oppression in past and present events, 17% of students’ ratings did decrease from the preassessment to the post-assessment. By the post-survey, both boys and girls rated this
statement similarly, but the girls had a greater increase. In August, boys were more likely
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to rate themselves as able to make connections between past and present events in terms
of power and oppression as compared to their female classmates. Yet, girls increased
their ratings by a greater margin from the pre-survey to the post survey, which resulted in
close numbers for the post-survey ratings for both boys and girls.
Survey question seven. During the seventh question of the survey, students were
told to rate the statement, When I read a social studies text, I think about whose voices
are being represented and whose voices are not being represented. The results of
question seven are represented in Table 6. In August, the mean rating for the class for
question seven was 3.250. The mode rating for the class was 4. For girls, the mean rating
was 3.308, and the mode was 4. For boys, the mean rating was 3.182, and the mode was
3.
During the post-interview, the mean class rating increased to 3.750. The mode
during the post interview was 4. Girls rated question seven with an mean of 3.667. The
mode of the girls’ data was 4. Boys rated question 7 with an mean of 3.818. The mode of
the boys’ data was 4.
The mean change from August to October for the class was 0.500. For girls, the
mean change was 0.385, and for boys, the mean change was 0.636. The class mode of
change from August to October was 1. The mode of the girl data set for the change for
question seven was 0. The mode of the boy data set for the change for question seven was
1. Table 6 shows the difference between how the boys and girls rated question seven.
I ran a paired t-test for question seven, and the results of the test revealed that the change
from August to October in terms of thinking about whose voices are represented and
whose voices are not represented were statistically significant. The P value was 0.0428,
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with a 95% confidence interval that the difference between the two groups was equal to
0.500. There were 23 degrees of freedom, a standard difference of 0.233 and a t-value of
2.1448 used to calculate the paired t-test.
Table 6.
Survey Question 7 Results.
Question 7: When I read a social studies text, I think about whose voices are being
represented and whose voices are not being represented.
Class
Girls
Boys
August Rating

3.250

3.308

3.182

October Rating

3.750

3.667

3.818

Mean Change

0.500

0.385

0.636

Survey question seven interpretations. After participating in a thematic unit
about power and oppression, students were more likely to consider whose voices were
heard and whose voices were missing from a social studies text. Girls reported being
more likely to do this before the unit began, but boys were more likely to consider
different perspectives in a text after experiencing the power and oppression unit. The
boys’ increase was almost double the girls’ from August to October. Even though most
students rated their ability to think about the different voices in a text as improved from
August to October, there were four students out of 24 whose scores decreased during that
time.
Survey question eight. The eighth statement on the survey read, I can make
predictions about how targeted groups may respond to oppression. The results of
question eight are represented in Table 7. Analysis of the pre-survey responses for this
question indicated that the mean response was 2.412 for the class. The mode response for
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the class was 1. For girls, the mean response was 2.308, and the mode response was 1.
For boys, the mean was 2.545, and the mode response was 4.
During the post survey, the mean response increased to 3.958. The mode
increased to 4. For girls, the mean response increased to 4.000 with a mode response of 4.
Boys increased their mean to 3.909, and the boys’ mode remained 4.
The mean increase for the class from the pre-survey to the post-survey for the
eighth question was 1.542. The mode increase for students was an increase of 1. The
mean increase for the girls was 1.692. The girls’ mode increase was 1. For boys, their
mean increase was 1.364, and their mode increase was 1. Table 7 shows the difference
between how the boys and girls rated question 8.
A paired t-test for question eight indicated that the change from the pre-survey to
the post-survey was extremely statistically significant. The two-tailed P value was less
than 0.001. The difference between the pre-survey and post-survey for question eight was
1.54, with a 95% confidence interval for the difference. The t-value was 5.5918, and the
standard error of difference was 0.276 with 23 degrees of freedom.
Table 7.
Survey Question 8 Results.
Question 8: I can make predictions about how targeted groups may respond to
oppression.
Class
Girls
Boys
August Rating

2.412

2.308

2.545

October Rating

3.958

4.000

3.909

Mean Change

1.542

1.692

1.364
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Survey question eight interpretations. After learning about power and
oppression during a thematic unit of social studies, students were statistically more likely
to report higher confidence levels in their ability to predict how oppressed groups may
react. Only two students (8%) decreased in their confidence level from the pre-survey to
the post-survey. Boys were more confident about their abilities before the unit began, but
girls increased their confidence levels by a greater amount during the unit, and their
confidence level slightly exceeded that of the boys by the end of the unit.
Survey question nine. The ninth question on the survey was a statement that
read, I can describe how power is gained, maintained, and lost. The results of question
nine are shown in Table 8. In August, the mean rating for this question was 3.167. The
mode rating for the class was 3. The girls rated question nine with an mean rating of
2.923 and a mode rating of 3. The boys rated question nine with an mean rating of 3.455
and a mode rating of 3.
In October, the students rating their confidence in being able to describe how
power is gained, maintained, and lost again. The class increased to 4.083. The mode
rating for October for the class was 5. For girls, the mean October rating for question nine
was 4.000 with a mode rating of 5. For question nine, boys had an mean post-survey
rating of 4.300 and a mode rating of 4.
The mean increase for the class was 0.917. The mode increase for the class was 1.
For girls, the mean increase was 1.077. The mode increase for girls was 1. For boys, the
mean increase was 0.727 with a mode increase of 2. Table 8 shows the difference
between how the boys and girls rated question 9.
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A paired t-test revealed that the difference between the pre-survey and postsurvey for question nine was extremely statistically significant. The two-tailed P value
was equal to 0.0006. With a 95% confidence interval, the difference between the presurvey and post-survey question ratings for question nine was 0.29. The t-value was
3.9430, and the standard error of difference was 0.232 with 23 degrees of freedom.
Table 8.
Survey Question 9 Results.
Question 9: I can describe how power is gained, maintained, and lost.
Class

Girls

Boys

August Rating

3.167

2.923

3.455

October Rating

4.083

4.000

4.300

Mean Change

0.917

1.077

0.727

Survey question nine interpretations. The results of the survey indicated that
students felt more confident in their ability to describe how power is gained, maintained,
and lost after experiencing a thematic social studies unit about power and oppression. All
girls increased their confidence in this area, and all but two boys increased their
confidence from August to October. Girls had a significantly lower rating in August as
compared to the boys, but their increase was much higher from August to October. By
October, the gap between boys’ and girls’ confidence was not as high, although boys still
were more confident overall.
Survey question ten. The tenth survey question asked students to rank their
confidence about the statement, I can explain why the events in Ferguson, MO should not
have been surprising. The results of question ten are represented in Table 9. The mean
rating for the students in August for this statement was 1.583. The mode rating for the
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class was 1. Girls rated the statement with a mean score of 1.308 and a mode of 1. Boys
rated the statement with a mean score of 1.909 and a mode of 2.
In October, the class increased their confidence about their ability to explain why
the protests and violence in Ferguson should not have been a surprise. The mean rating
for the class was 4.292. The mode score for the class was 4. Girls, increased their ratings
as well, and their mean rating was 4.308. The mode for the girls was 5. Boys increased
their rating for question ten to 4.273. The mode for boys was 4.
The mean increase for the class was 2.708 with a mode increase of 3. For girls,
the mean increase was 3.000, with a mode increase of 3. The mean boys increase was
2.364. The mode increase for boys was 3. Table 9 shows the difference between how the
boys and girls rated question 10.
Analysis of a paired t-test revealed that the change from August to October for
question ten was extremely statistically significant. The two-tailed P value was less than
0.0001. With a 95% confidence interval, the difference between the August mean and
October mean is 2.71. In this paired t-test, there was a t-value of 16.4525, a standard error
of difference of 0.165, and 23 degrees of freedom.
Table 9.
Survey Question 10 Results.
Question 10: I can explain why the events in Ferguson, MO should not have been
surprising.
Class
Girls
Boys
August Rating

1.583

1.308

1.909

October Rating

4.292

4.308

4.273

Mean Change

2.708

3.000

2.364
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Survey question ten interpretations. After experiencing a thematic unit about
power and oppression, students were more likely to be believe that they could explain
why the protests and violence in Ferguson, MO should not have been surprising. In fact,
100% of the students surveyed increased their rating from August to October. The girls
had a lower rating than boys during the pre-survey, but they increased their confidence by
a greater margin. By October, the girls had a slightly greater confidence rating for
question ten than boys.
Survey question eleven. The last question on the survey asked students to rate
how they felt about the statement, Social Studies is relevant to my life. The results of
question eleven are represented in Table 10. In August, the class rated this question with
an mean score of 2.917. The mode rating for the class was 3. Girls rated question eleven
with a mean score of 2.769 and a mode rating of 2. Boys rated question eleven at an mean
rating of 3.091 and a mode score of 3.
In October, the class mean for question eleven increased to 3.833. The mode
rating for October was 4. For girls, the mean rating for the post-survey was 3.923, and the
mode score for girls was 4. Boys, on the other hand, rated question eleven with an mean
rating of 3.727 in October. Their mode was also 4.
The mean increase from the pre-survey to the post-survey for question eleven was
0.917. The mode increase was 0. For girls, the mean increase was 1.154. The mode
increase for girls was 2. Boys’ mean increase for the eleventh question was 0.636, and the
mode increase was 0. Table 10 shows the difference between how the boys and girls rated
question 11.
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After running a paired t-test, the statistical analysis showed that the increase from
August to October for question eleven were very statistically significant. The two-tailed P
value was 0.0012. The difference between the pre-survey ratings and post-survey ratings
for the eleventh question was 0.92 with a 95% confidence interval. The t-value used in
this paired t-test was 3.7026. The standard error of difference was 0.248, and there were
23 degrees of freedom.
Table 10.
Survey Question 11 Results.
Question 11: Social Studies is relevant to my life.
Class

Girls

Boys

August Rating

2.917

2.769

3.091

October Rating

3.833

3.923

3.727

Mean Change

0.917

1.154

0.636

Survey question eleven interpretations. Students were more likely to say that
the subject of social studies was relevant to their lives after experiencing a thematic social
studies unit. Only two students (8%) reported lower opinions about the relevance of
social studies. Before the unit began, girls were much less likely to report that the subject
of social studies was relevant to their lives as compared to boys. However, after
experiencing the unit, girls increased their opinion on the relevance of social studies and
ended up with a higher rating for the statement than boys. All girls’ ratings increased
from August to October. The two students whose ratings went down were both boys.
Summary of pre and post survey results. A summary of the results of the survey
is represented in Table 11. Before students experienced the thematic social studies
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curriculum about power and oppression, the three areas they rated the lowest were 1) I
can make predictions about how targeted groups may respond to oppression, 2) I can
explain why the events in Ferguson, MO should not have been a surprise, and 3) Social
Studies is relevant to my life. The mean rating for students for all measures on the preassessment was 3.020, which meant, on mean, my students did not have an opinion,
positive or negative, about several aspects of social studies. The area that students rated
the highest was Learning about current events in the world is important with an mean
rating of 4.167 Table 11 and Figure 3 show the mean ratings for each question on the presurvey.
Table 11.
Pre-Survey and Post-Survey Results.
Question
4: I like the subject of social studies.
5: Learning about current events in the
world is important.
6: I can find connections between past
events and current events in terms of
power.
7: When I read a social studies text, I
think about whose voices are
represented and whose voices are not
being represented.
8: I can make predictions about how
targeted groups may respond to
oppression.
9: I can describe how power is gained,
maintained, and lost.
10: I can explain why the events in
Ferguson, MO should not have been a
surprise.
11: Social Studies is relevant to my life.
Mean

Pre-Survey
Mean
3.412
4.167

Post-Survey
Mean
3.958
4.541

Mean
Increase
0.542
0.375

3.250

3.917

0.667

3.250

3.750

0.500

2.412

3.958

1.542

3.167

4.083

0.917

1.583

4.292

2.708

2.917

3.833

0.917

3.020

4.042

1.021
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Figure 3. Pre-Survey Ratings.
After students experienced the thematic social studies curriculum, all of the mean
ratings increased by an mean of 1.021 points. However, the two lowest means were for 1)
When I read a social studies text, I think about whose voices are represented and whose
voices are not being represented, 2) Social Studies is relevant to my life. The area that
students rated the highest on the post-survey was I can explain why the events in
Ferguson, MO should not have been a surprise. Table 11 and Figure 4 show the mean
ratings for each question on the post-survey.
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Figure 4. Post-Survey Ratings.
While the ratings for each question increased, some of the questions had greater
increases. The questions with the greatest increases were for 1) I can make predictions
about how targeted groups may respond to oppression, and 2) I can explain why the
events in Ferguson, MO should not have been a surprise. Table 11 and Figure 5 show the
mean increases for each question from the pre-survey to the post-survey.
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Figure 5. Mean survey increase from the pre-survey to the post-survey.
Overall pre and post-survey interpretations. Before the students learned about
power and oppression in fifth grade, they did not seem to have strong opinions or
understandings of ideas in social studies such as power and oppression. However, even
though students did not seem to have a great understanding of social studies, they did
indicate that they liked learning about the topics, and they especially believed that current
events should be included in a social studies curriculum.
After learning thematically, students increased their confidence in their ability to
recognize patterns, make predictions, and describe power and oppression. They became
even more resolute about their belief that current events are an important part of a social
studies curriculum. Students felt less sure about the relevance of social studies in their
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lives, and they did not report high levels of thinking about the voices that are represented
and the voices that are missing in social studies texts that they read.
Interviews
Eight students were selected to be interviewed on August 21, 2018 and Oct. 8,
2018 about their experiences with social studies in the past and in my class. Two of the
students, one boy and one girl, typically performed above grade level expectations, and I
recorded their interviews under the names High Girl (HG) and High Boy (HB). Four of
the selected students, two boys and two girls, typically performed at an mean fifth grade
level, and I recorded their interviews as Medium Girl One (MG1), Medium Girl Two
(MG2), Medium Boy One (MB1) and Medium Boy Two (MB2). The last two students of
the group, a boy and a girl, typically performed below grade level expectations. Their
interviews were denoted with the names Low Girl (LG) and Low Boy (LB).
The interview was comprised of seven questions, designed to probe students’
understandings about the themes of power and oppression as well as gauge their opinions
about the purpose of social studies and how they thought instruction could improve at the
school. In addition, there were questions investigating students’ overall perceptions and
attitudes about the subject of social studies. I asked students the same seven questions in
August as I did in October in order to determine how students’ thoughts, understandings,
and perceptions shifted after participating in a thematic unit about power and oppression.
There were three research questions I sought to answer through analysis of the interview
questions. Do students discuss social studies topics at home? What do students
understand about power and oppression? How do students feel that learning about power
and oppression will help them in the future?
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Interview question one. The first question I asked the students was, “How do you
feel about the subject of social studies?” Responses were analyzed and coded as
“Negative or Neutral Opinion” and “Positive Opinion.” Table 12 shows the results of
question one.
Table 12.
Interview Question 1 Results.
Question 1: How do you feel about the subject of social studies?
Codes

Positive Opinion

August Rating

Negative or Neutral
Opinion
50%

October Rating

13%

88%

50%

I observed that during the pre-interviews, 50% had a neutral or unfavorable
opinion of the subject. I also noted that three out of the four girls interviewed had
negative views of social studies. LG reported, “Uh, I don't really like it ‘cause I'm not
interested into history that much” (Student Interview, 8/21/18). MG1 claimed, “It's okay.
I wouldn't say I dislike it or like it” (Student Interview, 8/21/18).
The other four students (MB1, MB2, HG, and HB) had favorable thoughts about
social studies. I observed that every male student, with the exception of LB, had a
positive opinion about social studies. Two of the students claimed that they liked it and
mentioned that it was something they talked about at home. MB1 said, “Good, we do it at
home a lot” (Student Interview, 8/21/18). HG said, “Um, pretty confident. We talk about
it a lot at home” (Student Interview, 8/21/18). HB mentioned, “I like to learn about what's
happening around the world” (Student Interview, 8/21/18).
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During the post-interviews, seven out of eight students reported positive feelings
about the subject of social studies. LB was the only student who reported a negative or
neutral opinion. He said, “I feel fine about it. I mean, sometimes it's hard. And sometimes
it's actually pretty easy for me” (Student Interview, 10/8/18).
MG2 had a positive view about social studies. She said, “I really like it. It is fun
to do, and it's now one of my favorite subjects” (Student Interview, 10/8/18). MB1
reported in the post-interview that, “Good. Better now that I realize about what it means”
(Student Interview, 10/8/18). HB claimed, “I feel that social studies helps, um, me, like,
with, like, understanding the news and what people are talking about on TV or talking
with like somebody about something that happened” (Student Interview, 10/8/18).
Interview question one interpretations. My interviews with students indicated
that before the study, male students were more likely than female students to have a
positive opinion about social studies, and that higher performing students were also more
likely to report a favorable opinion. After the study, almost all students (88%) had a
positive opinion, including all four female students. I concluded that a thematic social
studies curriculum is correlated with improved opinions about social studies, particularly
among female students.
Interview question two. The second question I asked students was, “Why do you
think you learn about social studies in school?” After analyzing the responses, five codes
emerged about the purpose of learning social studies: “Content Acquisition,” “Social
Studies Skills,” “Future Social Studies Classes,” “Active Citizenship,” and “Unsure.”
Table 13 shows the results of question two.
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Table 13.
Interview Question 2 Results.
Question 2: Why do you think you learn about social studies in school?
Codes

Content
Acquisition

Social
Studies
Skills

Active
Citizenship

Unsure

13%

Future
Social
Studies
Classes
25%

August
Rating

75%

0%

13%

October
Rating

38%

75%

0%

25%

0%

During the pre-interviews, 75% of the students’ responses were coded as “Content
Acquisition.” One respondent mentioned, “So you can know what’s happening (Student
Interview, 8/21/18).” Another student cited the purpose of social studies as a time to
“learn about like history of the world and how government works” (Student Interview,
8/21/18). LG claimed that the purpose of social studies was “to see what everybody has
done in the past” (Student Interview, 8/21/18).
LB claimed that he was unsure about the purpose of social studies in school. He
said, “Um, honestly, I don't know” (Student Interview, 8/21/18). Two students’ responses
were coded as “Future Social Studies Classes.” They mentioned “it might make us have a
job in the future” and “to help us in the future with social studies and like history”
(Student Interview, 8/21/18).
One student’s response was coded as “Social Studies Skills.” MG1 cited the
purpose of learning social studies as “if you don't learn about history then you're going to
repeat over and over again” (Student Interview, 8/21/18).
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During the post-interviews, 38% of students’ answers were coded as “Content
Acquisition.” Responses included statements such as “so you can learn about the past and
present events that is going on in the world” and “so you can be educated about the
world” (Student Interview, 10/8/18).
Additionally, during the post-interviews, 25% of students mentioned purposes
related to active citizenship. For example, LB cited that social studies would help him to
choose the best leader in the future. He said, “Um, maybe for, uh, like, you're trying to
pick someone for, um, maybe President or something important, and you need to find the
best leader” (Student Interview, 10/8/18). Moreover, LB said, “So we know, um, how to
be like a better citizen” (Student Interview, 10/8/18).
The most common code about the purpose of social studies during the postinterviews was for “Social Studies Skills.” In fact, 75% of students mentioned skillrelated purposes, particularly in terms of thinking about patterns in history. MB2 said, “if
an event happens, you won't be surprised about it” (Student Interview, 10/8/18). HG said
one of the purposes of social studies was to help students to “predict what's going to
happen in the future” (Student Interview, 10/8/18).
Interview question two interpretations. I inferred that the majority of students,
prior to experiencing a thematic unit about power and oppression, thought the purpose of
social studies was to help them to learn content, particularly about history. Few students
mentioned any purpose outside of an academic setting, and one student could not even
guess about why he learned about social studies in school. After the unit, most students
changed their opinion about the purpose of social studies and began to discuss the
importance of historical thinking or noticing patterns in history. A couple of students
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noted how social studies would help one to become a more active and engaged citizen,
but it was not as common of an answer as I might have hoped to see. The most important
distinction I noted between the second pre-interview and post-interview question was that
an increased number of students gave a more complex and nuanced opinion about the
purpose of social studies after they experienced the thematic unit. During the preinterviews, only 25% of students’ responses were coded for more than one purpose.
During the post-interviews, 38% of students’ responses were coded for more than one
purpose.
Interview question three. I asked the question, “Do you like the subject of social
studies? Why or why not?” Responses were coded as either positive or negative. Then,
responses were coded for the purposes. Table 14 shows the results of question three.
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Table 14.
Interview Question 3 Results.
Question 3: Do you like the subject
of social studies? Why or why not?
Codes
August
October
Rating
Rating
Dislike:
25%
0%
Boring
Dislike:
Challenging

13%

13%

Dislike:
Scary

13%

0%

Overall
Dislike:

50%

12.5%

Like:
Interesting

25%

25%

Like: Easy

0%

13%

Like:
Need/Like
to Know
Like: Like
History

25%

38%

25%

38%

Like: To
Know
You’re Part
of
Something
Like: Like
Projects

13%

0%

0%

13%

Overall
Like:

50%

100%

During the pre-interviews, 50% of the students mentioned not liking all or parts of
the subject of social studies. Responses were coded as “Boring,” “Challenging,” and
“Scary.” MG2 stated that she did not like social studies. “Um, I kind of do. It hasn't really
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been like one of my favorite things in school. Um, 'cause it was kinda like boring”
(Student Interview, 8/21/18). LB1 noted that he didn’t like social studies because “it's
always been challenging for me” (Student Interview, 8/21/18). MG1 stated that she both
liked and disliked social studies. She cited “kind of scarier for me” as the reason that she
did not always like the subject (Student Interview, 8/21/18).
During the pre-interviews, 50% of the students mentioned enjoying or
appreciating at least parts of social studies of social studies. Responses were assigned the
following codes: “Interesting,” “Easy,” “Need/Like to Know,” “Like History,” “To Know
You’re Part of Something,” and “Like Projects.” MB2 stated that “I've really been into
history a lot” (Student Interview, 8/21/18). HG echoed the same sentiments about history,
stating, “I enjoy learning about history” (Student Interview, 8/21/18). HG also stated that
socials studies is “very interesting” (Student Interview, 8/21/18). MG1, who mentioned
social studies could be scary for her, also added that social studies was “fascinating for
me” (Student Interview, 8/21/18).
The only codes for responses in the post-interviews were for positive responses.
In fact, 100% of students reported liking some or all parts of social studies. The only
negative response in the post-survey was reported by LB who said, in addition to a
positive comment, “Sometimes it’s really hard for me” (Student Interview, 10/8/18).
During the post-interviews, 38% of students reported that they liked social studies
because they liked history. MG2 stated that she liked to “learn about things from the
past” (Student Interview, 10/8/18). HB stated that he liked learning about history, and in
particular, he liked learning about “what we did and what other countries do” (Student
Interview, 10/8/18). Three students claimed that their reason for liking social studies
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came from a desire or a need to know about the world of the past and present. HG stated
that “I think it's an important subject that we do need to learn about” (Student Interview,
10/8/18). HB claimed that he likes social studies because it “makes me feel like I know a
lot” (Student Interview, 10/8/18). MB1 stated that he liked to “learn about what's going
on” (Student Interview, 10/8/18). One student’s response was coded as “Projects”
(Student Interview, 10/8/18). MB1 stated that he liked to “do projects on topics” (Student
Interview, 10/8/18). LB claimed that “sometimes it’s actually pretty easy for me”
(Student Interview, 10/8/18). MG1 and LG both reported that social studies was
“interesting” and “fascinating” (Student Interview, 10/8/18).
Interview question three interpretations. The third question yielded similar
insights to question one. As with question one, I noted that before the power and
oppression unit began, almost all of the female participants indicated that they did not
like the subject of social studies, with the exception of the higher performing female
student. Almost all of the boys, with the exception of the lower performing male student,
claimed that they liked social studies before the unit began. After participating in the unit,
all of the students claimed to like social studies, at least in part. I also noted that many
students associated social studies with history and did not mention any of the other
domains of social studies such as culture, geography, technology, or civics. I also noted
that before the unit began, students who typically did better academically, tended to
indicate that they liked social studies, and students who typically had more academic
struggles were more likely to have a negative opinion of the subject. After the power and
oppression unit, all students had a positive view of social studies, except for one student
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who had mixed feelings due to social studies sometimes being difficult for him and
sometimes being easy.
Interview question four. The next question I asked the students was about how
social studies could be improved at the school. Responses were coded as “Depth and
Breadth,” “Relevance,” “Engaging Teaching Strategies,” and “No Need for
Improvement.” Table 15 shows the results of question four.
Table 15.
Interview Question 4 Results.
Question 4: How do you think social studies could be improved at the school?
Codes

Depth and
Breadth

Relevance

No Need for
Improvement

13%

Engaging
Teaching
Strategies
25%

August Rating

50%

October Rating

63%

0%

25%

13%

25%

During the pre-interviews, 50% of students’ responses were coded as “Depth and
Breadth.” Students primarily mentioned wanting their teachers to teach social studies
more often. HG stated that, “I think we could do it more often because in past grades I
feel like I haven't been doing it as much as I would like to” (Student Interview, 8/21/18).
MG1 also mentioned the need to teach social studies more frequently and said, “We don't
get to do it that much” (Student Interview, 8/21/18).
During the pre-interviews, two students’ responses were coded as “Engaging
Teaching Strategies.” HB mentioned his desire to complete more individual projects
instead of “in a group” (Student Interview, 8/21/18). MG2 stated that social studies could
improve by “maybe adding something more fun to it,” and she suggested that teachers
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could make the subject more fun by choosing to “make a game out of it or something”
(Student Interview, 8/21/18).
I observed that two students during the pre-interviews did not have any
suggestions about how to improve social studies at the school. MB2 said, “I think it's
good right now,” and LB stated, “I do not know” (Student Interview, 8/21/18).
Additionally, one student’s response was coded as “Relevance.” She stated that social
studies would be better if teachers could “make it real life” (Student Interview, 8/21/18).
During the post-interviews, 63% of students reported that social studies needed to
be improved at the school in its depth and breadth. LB claimed, “I think it might actually,
uh, should teach it more because actually I can't remember a single thing. I can't even
remember from fourth” (Student Interview, 10/8/18). MG1 suggested that teachers “not
leave some stuff out” (Student Interview, 10/8/18). Similarly, MB1 said, “We could learn
about it more, like give more information” (Student Interview, 10/8/18). HG reiterated
this point and said, “I think we need to do it in lower grades because I hadn't really done
social studies until like a little bit last year and this year” (Student Interview, 10/8/18).
HB suggested that teachers study an idea more deeply. He stated, “We could talk more
about like one big idea and see how everybody thinks about it and take the one idea and
see what everybody does with it” (Student Interview, 10/8/18).
During the post-interviews, 25% of students’ responses were coded as “Engaging
Teaching Strategies.” MG2 said, “Maybe like some kids don't like social studies so make
it more fun to, like, do” (Student Interview, 10/8/18). LG suggested that teachers let the
students “do iMovies and presentations” (Student Interview, 10/8/18).
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Only one student, MB2, suggested in his post-interview that nothing needed to be
improved about social studies at the school. He said that he particularly liked that “we
learn about all different times in history” (Student Interview, 10/8/18).
Interview question four interpretations. A key idea that I observed during the
fourth question of the interview is that students did not feel like social studies was a
subject that their teachers spent enough time on each year. Some students also felt like
the information they learned was too simple or superficial, and they hoped to gain a
deeper understanding of the events they studied. Before participating in the unit and even
after the unit, students reported a lack of social studies instruction as an area for
improvement. Students also felt that it was important that their teachers make social
studies less boring and more interesting to learn, and they enjoyed projects and games in
particular.
Interview question five. The fifth question that I asked the students was, “Does
your family talk about current events or historical events at home? How often and what
do you discuss?” Responses were coded as “Social Studies Not Discussed,” “Current
Events/News Discussed,” “History Discussed,” and “Discussed What They Learned in
School.” Table 16 shows the results of question five.
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Table 16.
Interview Question 5 Results.
Question 5: Does your family talk about current events or historical events at home?
How often and what do you discuss?
Social Studies
Current
History
Discussed
Codes
Not Discussed
Events/News
Discussed
What They
Discussed
Learned in
School
August Rating
50%
38%
38%
13%
October
Rating

38%

38%

50%

13%

During the pre-interviews, half of the students reported that current or historical
events are rarely or never discussed at home. MG2 said, “We don't really discuss
anything” (Student Interview, 8/21/18). LG reported, “Uh, not that much (Student
Interview, 8/21/18).” LB stated, “We hardly never talk about them” (Student Interview,
8/21/18).
Other students reported that they discussed historical events, typically wars that
the United States was involved in, with their families. MG1 said, “Yeah. My dad does.
He is really into World War One Two. And then, like, yeah. He talks about it a lot”
(Student Interview, 8/21/18). HG stated that her family discussed historical events as
well. She said, “The Revolutionary War a lot because we're all very, very interested in
um, Hamilton” (Student Interview, 8/21/18).
Three students mentioned watching current events by watching the news with
their families. LG claimed that her family talked about “what's on the news” (Student
Interview, 8/21/18). Moreover, MB1 claimed his family watched and discussed the news
as well. He said, “We talk about what's on the news. So like what to do and what not to
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do in the situation” (Student Interview, 8/21/18). HB said that his family would
sometimes talk about “something like on the news” (Student Interview, 8/21/18).
Only one student mentioned discussing the topics that he had learned about in
school with his family. MB2 said that his family would discuss “what we did today. I
might say we were learning about social studies and they'd be like, ‘Oh really? What
kind?’ Then we would talk about it” (Student Interview, 8/21/18).
During the post-interviews, 38% of the students claimed that they discussed social
studies topics rarely or never with their families. LG stated, “No. And if they do, I do not
hear them” (Student Interview, 10/8/18). MG2 reported a similar situation at home. She
said, “Um, not really. Only my mom and dad, like, talk about what's happening” (Student
Interview, 10/8/18).
Half of the students reported discussing historical events, particularly wars, with
their families during the post-interviews. HG said, “We talk about the Revolutionary War
and Hamilton a lot” (Student Interview, 10/8/18). MG1 claimed that she discussed
“World War I and II,” and LB said that his father “talks about a ton of past events during
like Vietnam and World War Two” with him (Student Interview, 10/8/18). HB also said
his family discussed “the wars” (Student Interview, 10/8/18).
MB2 stated that his family discussed what he learned in school, which is that
same as what he claimed during the pre-interview. He said, “I would say, ‘We learned
about blah, blah, blah in school today’” (Student Interview, 10/8/18).
Three students mentioned discussing current events at home. MG2 said her
parents discussed “things about like banks and money” (Student Interview, 10/8/18). LB
said his father would discuss “what happens in like, uh, news magazines” (Student
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Interview, 10/8/18). HG claimed that her family talked about “current events like with
government” (Student Interview, 10/8/18).
Interview question five interpretations. I noticed that students who typically
experienced less academic success were more likely to report that their families did not
discuss current or historical events at home than their higher performing classmates, both
before their participation in the social studies unit and after. I also observed that students
seemed to remember discussing historical events such as wars, as opposed to themes and
ideas related to social studies. Interestingly, most students’ responses did not change
drastically from the pre-interviews to the post-interviews.
Interview question six. I asked the students “What have you learned about power
and oppression?” as the sixth question during the interviews. I coded their responses as
“No Understanding of Power and Oppression,” “Negative View of Power,” “Positive
View of Power,” “Understandings of Power and Oppression.” Table 17 shows the results
of question six.
Table 17.
Interview Question 6 Results.
Question 6: What have you learned about power and oppression?
Codes

August
Rating
October
Rating

No
Understanding
of Power and
Oppression
75%

Negative
View of
Power

Positive View
of Power

Understandings
of Power and
Oppression

13%

13%

13%

0%

38%

38%

100%

During the pre-interviews, six out of eight students did not have any
understanding of power and oppression. LB said, “I have not learned about that yet”
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(Student Interview, 8/21/18). LG stated, “Not too much, actually” (Student Interview,
8/21/18). MG2 said, “Nothing really” (Student Interview, 8/21/18).
The only two students with ideas about power and oppression before their
participation in the unit were HG and HB. HG said, “Power is a good thing” (Student
Interview, 8/21/18). However, she also acknowledged that power is not always a good
thing. She said, “abusing it can lead to not so good things” (Student Interview, 8/21/18).
HB mentioned that he had learned that there are historical events with power and
oppression such as the “Boston Tea Party” (Student Interview, 8/21/18).
During the post-interviews, all students had some level of understanding of power
and oppression. LG stated, “Oppression is when you are ruled and cannot do anything”
(Student Interview, 10/21/18). LB said, “The group that is oppressed is probably trying to
rebel, or uh, like fight back” (Student Interview, 10/21/18). MG2 claimed, “When you are
being oppressed, you need to stand up for what's right” (Student Interview, 10/21/18).
HG offered several reactions that people who are oppressed may have.
Um, that when a group of people or a person abuses their power, there are many
ways that the oppressed group can react. They can use violence or they can, like,
be peaceful and just like march, and um, they can like send letters to others for
help and, um, when they can like rebel or revolt and overthrow government.
(Student Interview, 10/21/18)
HB said that power and oppression “happens anywhere” (Student Interview, 10/21/18).
Three out of the eight students also mentioned something positive about the
concept of power during the post-interview. For instance, HG said, “Power is when you
can change, like, change laws and overrule” (Student Interview, 10/21/18). LB claimed,
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“Usually the person who has power also has a powerful army” (Student Interview,
10/21/18).
Three different students also had a negative view of power and mentioned that it
could be abused or that there can be overreaches of power. MB1 stated that if a person
has power, “you control them,” referring to the people with less power (Student
Interview, 10/21/18). MG1 said, “Power, you can, like, abuse it” (Student Interview,
10/21/18).
Interview question six interpretation. I observed that almost all students had no
prior knowledge about the terms power and oppression before the unit, and after the unit,
all students had some level of understanding about both terms. I noticed that no students
mentioned a leader using his or her power to affect positive change or to be an effective
leader. Most students seemed to think of both words, power and oppression, as negative
concepts. Several students mentioned possible reactions of those who are oppressed to
the group or person in power, which demonstrated their ability to think thematically.
Interview question seven. The last question I asked students was, “Do you think
what you're learning now about power and oppression will help you in the future? If not,
why? If yes, how?” Responses were coded as “Unsure How/If It Will Help,” “Content
Acquisition,” “Future Social Studies Classes,” “Citizen Engagement,” and “Social
Studies Skills.” Table 18 shows the results of question seven.
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Table 18.
Interview Question 7 Results.
Question 7: Do you think what you're learning now about power and oppression will help you in
the future? If not, why? If yes, how?
Codes
Unsure How/If
Content
Future Social
Citizen
Social Studies
It Will Help
Acquisition
Studies
Engagement
Skills
Classes
August
25%
13%
38%
25%
0%
Rating
October
Rating

0%

13%

0%

50%

50%

The most common code for question seven was “Future Social Studies Classes.”
Three out of eight students noted that they thought that learning about these topics would
help them be successful in social studies classes in middle school, high school, and
college. For example, MG1 said, “Probably in the future and not like out of school, but
like in high school, middle school, and college” (Student Interview, 8/21/18). She went
on to say that social studies would particularly helpful with “tests and stuff” (Student
Interview, 8/21/18). MG2 stated that social studies would be helpful because in “future
social studies classes, you might need to know a little bit about power and oppression”
(Student Interview, 8/21/18). LB said that he might have to discuss power and oppression
with “my college teacher” (Student Interview, 8/21/18).
Two out of eight students expressed that they were unsure how or if learning
about power and oppression in fifth grade would help them in the future, specifically
because they were not sure what those terms meant. MB1 said, “Haven’t learned about it”
(Student Interview, 8/21/18). MB2 said, “I don't really know what that is” (Student
Interview, 8/21/18).
HG’s response was coded as content acquisition. She said, “I think it will help in
the future because, um, we need to know about what happened, like, before and how
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things work” (Student Interview, 8/21/18). HB discussed learning about power and
oppression to become a more engaged citizen. He said, “So you don't like think that you
have all the power. Like if you're oppressed, like, you'll know that, or if you have the
power, you'll know why” (Student Interview, 8/21/18).
During the post-interview with students, 50% of students’ responses were coded
“Social Studies Skills.” Specifically, the social studies skill that all mentioned was the
ability to recognize patterns and make predictions. MB2 stated that students should learn
about power and oppression so that “when you like something happens in the future, and
you won't be surprised about it. But if people knew what happened in the past and then
they saw Ferguson they wouldn't be as much surprised about it” (Student Interview,
10/8/18). Similarly, HG claimed that learning about power and oppression would help her
in the future. She said, “Um, I think it will because you can be able to spot, like patterns,
so like if you see like a group has been oppressed for a long time like African-Americans
in Ferguson, and then something happens, like Michael Brown getting killed, you aren't
surprised. And you, like, knew it was coming and you know how groups might react”
(Student Interview, 10/8/18). HB said,
I think this will help me in the future because it'll help me relate back to stuff, and
I'll know that like if something happened like a revolt, I could be like that relates
to a different revolt, and they're kind of similar (Student Interview, 10/8/18).
During the post-interview, 50% of students’ responses related to being an engaged
citizen. For example, LG said, “Yes, because if you are being oppressed, you should say
something, and if you realize you have too much power, you should stop” (Student
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Interview, 10/8/18). LB said that learning about power and oppression could help him to
vote for leaders to represent him. He said,
Yes, because you will know who to vote for President, who is going to be
president. Um, a great leader that doesn't just worry about himself. He worries
about other people as well. (Student Interview, 10/8/18)
MB1 discussed how learning about power and oppression could help him to be a better
leader someday. He claimed, “Yes, because if we were President, we would know
to treat people right” (Student Interview, 10/8/18). MG1 discussed how learning
about power and oppression would make her more aware. She stated, “You know
if people are being oppressed and the people in power” (Student Interview,
10/8/18).
MG2 was the only student who offered more than one way that learning about
power and oppression would help her in the future. In addition to discussing the ability to
be able to spot patterns because “you don't want to be surprised about anything that
comes up,” MG2’s response was also coded as “Content Acquisition” (Student Interview,
10/8/18). She said she would need to learn about power and oppression because she
wanted to know “what has happened in history” (Student Interview, 10/8/18).
Interview question seven interpretations. Before students participated in the
power and oppression unit, students commonly saw the purpose of social studies as
something to prepare them for future social studies classes. They did not see much value
outside of the formal educational setting. After participating in the unit, all students saw
the real-world relevance of learning about power and oppression and how this knowledge
would help them as adult citizens.
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I was surprised to observe that only one student identified more than one way that
learning about power and oppression would help her in the future. Most students saw the
unit as being useful in their future lives after I taught the unit, but in a singular way. I
noticed that the only two students who saw a purpose outside of the school setting before
participating in the thematic unit were HG and HB. That meant that all students who
performed on or below grade level expectations did not make a connection between
classroom learning and their future lives. However, after the unit about power and
oppression, all students, not just students who performed above grade level, saw the
relevance of learning about power and oppression in fifth grade.
Student Response Journals
On September 5, 2018, I asked my students to write in their response journals
after we had spent time learning about several different responses that people who are
oppressed may have. We kept track of these reactions on an anchor chart displayed in the
classroom (Figure 6). The prompt to which they had to respond was: Which strategy do
you think is the most effective for oppressed groups to take to respond to the groups in
power? Students were given five minutes to write their ideas about the question, and their
responses were photocopied and assigned a letter between A and Y (example: Student R).
Responses were coded based on the strategy or strategies that students mentioned were
most effective. Several students mentioned more than one strategy that they thought
would be most effective. Codes were grouped into the two categories of “Nonviolent”
and “Violent.” Through analysis of this question, I hoped to answer the research
question: What social studies skills are students demonstrating?
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Figure 6. Oppression Anchor Chart.
I observed that 67% of the students’ responses (16 students) mentioned violent
reactions as being the most effective action steps for oppressed groups to take. Within the
category of violence, entries were further coded as “Destroying Property” or
“Rebellion/War.” Seven boys’ responses were coded “Violence,” and eight girls’
responses were coded the same.
Five of the students mentioned “Destroying Property” as an effective reaction for
oppressed groups to take. For example, Student B stated that, “I think the most effective
way is destroying property because when the Boston Tea Party happened, they destroyed
millions of dollars of operate and got attention and also in Ferguson” (Student Response
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Journals, 9/5/18). Similarly, Student L stated, “I think that unpeaceful (sic) protesting is
the most useful because if they destroy property, that means they destroy money. Money
is very important!” (Student Response Journals, 9/5/18).
Under the “Violent” category, 11 students’ responses were coded as
“Rebellion/War.” Student I claimed that
I think that violence is the most effective strategy, but it is definitely the most
hurtful. I think it is most effective because, in the Russian Revolution, when the
rebels used violence to kick the czars out and take over Russia, it worked.
Another reason I think violence is the most effective is in the American
Revolution, when King George used violence on the colonists, everyone else was
like, ‘Woah, now we’re kind of scared of him!’ (Student Response Journals,
9/5/18)
On the other hand, Student S reported that
I think that the best way to change laws is violence. First, I know this because the
Russian Revolution that used violence and got the king to step down because they
killed people and him so it forced them to win. I also know because Apartheid in
Africa, they used violence and at first they were peaceful, but it did not work,
when violence, it worked. (Student Response Journals, 9/5/18)
Student U claimed that “I think violence is the most effective strategy to change laws
because the violence gets everybody fired up about the topic” (Student Response
Journals, 9/5/18).
I observed that 67% of the students (16 students) mentioned nonviolent protests as
the most effective approach for oppressed groups to use to promote change. Responses
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were further coded as “Written or Spoken Word,” “Powerful Alliances,” “Civil
Disobedience,” and “Peaceful Protests.” Seven boys’ responses were coded as
“Nonviolent,” and eight of the girls’ responses were coded as “Nonviolent.”
One students’ response journal was coded as “Written or Spoken Word.” Student
O claimed that “I think that writing letters and blogging are the most effective strategies
because the more people that know about the oppression, the more people will agree with
you. Malala blogged about what was happening with the Taliban” (Student Response
Journals, 9/5/18).
Two students’ responses were coded as “Powerful Alliances.” For example,
Student D said that “people with power can help. Like when women were protesting, the
President said he is supporting them, which probably helped them win” (Student
Response Journals, 9/5/18). Student E, when discussing Ferguson, talked about “an
officer that was on their side and made everyone happy” (Student Response Journals,
9/5/18).
Six students discussed “Civil Disobedience” as the most effective strategy for
oppressed groups to take. Student N claimed that “I think that civil disobedience worked
the best because the people got what they wanted after awhile, but they all started with
peaceful protests, but it did not work so they started breaking laws” (Student Response
Journals, 9/5/18). Likewise, Student M said, “I think the most effective strategy is
peaceful protests because with Malala, she peacefully protested by going to school when
she was not supposed to go” (Student Response Journals, 9/5/18).
The largest group of seven students’ responses were coded as “Peaceful Protests.”
Student K said, “When you peacefully protest, sometimes you can inspire other people to
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peacefully protest. You can help and sometimes it works like with Martin Luther King
Jr., peace worked” (Student Response Journals, 9/5/18). Student A claimed
I think that peaceful protests worked for women’s rights because as protests went
on, they got more and more people to join in, and the more people joined, the
more they persuaded the people to let the women vote. It worked with the
women’s right to vote. (Student Response Journals, 9/5/18)
Student response journals interpretations. Students were evenly split between
whether they thought violence or nonviolence was the best approach to take after learning
about a variety of responses oppressed groups have taken throughout history. Many of the
students’ responses indicated that while they did not think violence was a good idea, they
did think it helped to change the course of history. There was not a difference between
boys and girls, as both genders equally chose to write about both violence and
nonviolence. Furthermore, even though the writing prompt asked students to determine
the one strategy they thought was most effective, 1/3 of the students (8 students)
indicated more than one strategy, sometimes including both a nonviolent reaction and a
violent reaction. The students’ journals indicated that students were able to use events
that they had learned about in class related to power and oppression and apply those as
evidence to support their opinion.
Researcher Journal
I kept a research journal to write down notable student quotes and understandings,
particularly during Socratic Seminars and small group discussions. I also walked around
as students worked to write down any observations I made about their misconceptions
and their understandings. In keeping a researcher journal, I hoped to answer two research
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questions. What social studies skills are students demonstrating? What are students’
experiences with thematic social studies units?
On August 21, 2018, my students completed the Past or Present? (Appendix D)
page. Before we began, I asked the students if they think events in social studies today,
such as the events they see on the news, are similar or different to the events they learn
about from the past. The majority of students believed that the past was drastically
different from the present.
Students had a great deal of difficulty deciding how long ago the event occurred.
Student said things such as “This is hard,” “How can you tell if it’s past or present?” and
“This is so hard to tell.” They began to use their prior knowledge to help them make
decisions about events. For instance, one student said, “Last year we learned about the
Boston Tea Party.” Another student stated, “Kidnapping happens in the present more than
the past.” Additionally, one student hypothesized, “Different races working together feels
modern to me.” Another student said, “A lot of people died, so probably the past?”
Several students began to notice similarities between the events from the past and
the present. Students mentioned that they noticed “lots of people destroying property,”
“lots of fires,” and “people getting angry and killed.” Another student noticed a lot of
similarities between Ferguson and the Boston Tea Party. He said, “Boston Tea Party
sounds like Ferguson- which one is which?”
On August 22, 2018, I wrote down the students’ observations about the two video
clips I showed them about Ferguson. Before I showed them the video clips, I asked the
students how many of them remembered when Ferguson, MO was in the news a lot after
a man was killed there. Since the event took place when my students were in first grade, I
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was not surprised that most of them said they did not know anything about the event.
Only two students mentioned much first-hand knowledge of the event, and both had
relatives more closely tied to the event (such as a police officer). The first video was from
ABC News, and the second video was from a professor in Chicago. After students
watched the first video, reactions that students had were that they felt “scared.” They also
said that the event seemed “dangerous,” “violent,” “surprising,” “sad,” and “serious.”
Students also observed that the citizen’s reactions to Michael Brown’s death seemed
unjustified by the way the news report described it. They said that the reactions seemed
“out of nowhere” and that it seemed like an “overreaction” and “not good choices.”
Students noticed choices that the news made to teach about the event. The reporters used
a “serious tone” and used words like “long” and “riots.” They noticed that there were
images of “damage, violence, and arrests.” They heard a lot of citizens “yelling”, and
they saw “Michal Brown’s mom crying.”
Students observed that the second video was much more “in the middle” in the
way that it described the events in Ferguson. Students felt “mad at officers” and liked the
“African American officer” who helped keep peace. Students noticed that the professor
who made the video used a “calmer” and “more pleasant” tone of voice and chose to
incorporate images of Michael Brown’s death site and officers yelling at citizens to move
back. After watching this video, one student stated that he thought both videos were
“very biased” and “not neutral.”
On August 29, 2018, students learned more about the events in Ferguson, MO.
While students were reading about the events in Ferguson, I observed one student say to
his partner, “This sounds like when the Russians broke into the czar’s palace.” During the
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Socratic Seminar discussion later next day, one student asked, “Why would they burn
stuff down?” Other students responded with answers including “They were angry,” “to
get the power group’s attention,” and “peaceful wasn’t working.” On August 30, 2018,
students learned about power and oppression through the context of the American
Revolution. Students listened to the song “You’ll Be Back,” from the musical, Hamilton,
sung by King George III. Students identified lyrics that demonstrated abuses of power
and oppression. The lyrics that students noticed were “You belong to me,” “Fully armed
battalion to remind you of my love,” “submissive subjects,” “forever,” “I will fight the
fight and win the war,” “for your praise,” and “I’ll go mad.” Students were particularly
struck by the lyric, “I will kill your friends and family to remind you of my love.”
On September 5, 2018, students learned about power and oppression by studying
primary sources from the Women’s Suffrage period of history. After learning about a
woman who refused to eat as an act of protest, one boy said, “If they didn’t force feed
her, she could go down in history as like a symbol, which would be bad, so they couldn’t
let her die!” He noticed that when people are trying to change laws, it can be effective if a
person or leader becomes larger than life or symbolic in nature to encourage people to
join the movement. I observed two students debating whether women were “free” or not,
since they weren’t slaves. One girl asked her partner in response, “Did women have
freedom if they couldn’t vote?”
On September 11, 2018, I observed the skits that students create using principles
of diplomacy to solve a conflict between an older sister and younger sister. The strategies
that most students used included using bribes, threats, outside alliances, and making deals
and compromises.
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On September 13, 2018, I wrote down observations about students’ thoughts
about feudalism in Japan and feudalism in Europe during the Middle Ages. Students had
a Socratic Seminar discussion, during which they were tasked with talking about the
connections they were finding between both types of feudalism and the connections they
found between feudalism and the concepts of power and oppression. Students noticed
that in both Europe and Japan, “people were abused.” They also said that in both versions
of feudalism, there were “leaders with a lot of money, and they didn’t share.” Some
students made connections to what we learned about in Ferguson. One child compared
the events in Ferguson to feudalism in Europe. He compared Michael Brown and African
Americans to the peasants and the white officer, Darren Wilson, to the king abusing his
power unfairly. Another child made a general comment about power and oppression as it
related to feudalism. He said, “People who are abused will fight back.”
Researcher journal interpretations. I noticed that students were able to see the
connection between past and present events such as the Russian Revolution and Ferguson
when they discussed the general themes of power and oppression. Through the repetition
of these terms and concepts, students began making broader generalizations and
predictions about human behavior. Students were able to see which leadership styles
might result in a dissatisfied citizenry, which in turn, could result in violence or rebellion.
Students became more opinionated about the concepts of power and oppression as the
unit continued and they became more comfortable in their understanding of both words.
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Chapter Six: Discussion
Summary of Chapter Six
I sought to answer the question: In what ways can a thematic fifth grade social
studies curriculum about power and oppression impact student understanding about social
justice? The qualitative and quantitative data indicate the power and oppression unit I
created had a positive impact on students’ understandings of social studies in general,
including ideas around social justice. The unit also had a positive impact on student
interest in the subject of social studies and how they view their own social studies skills.
I had several sub questions that I hoped to answer through collecting and analyzing
assessment data, survey data, interview data, student work samples, and the researcher
notebook. Below, the answers to the questions are organized by sub question. Following
the research questions, I include four emergent themes that resulted from the
triangulation of the data sources. The last portion of the sixth chapter is a reflection
including challenges of the study, benefits of the study, changes I would make, and
components that I will intentionally include in future units. I end the paper with a
conclusion in which I explain what I learned about myself as an action researcher during
this process.
Summary of Results
What did students understand about patterns in social studies? After
participating in a thematic unit about social studies, 100% of students increased their
ability to identify patterns in social studies in a context they had not studied before.
Students were able to demonstrate an increased ability to identify patterns on their postassessments, and their confidence about their own ability to recognize patterns increased.
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Students understood that events that happened hundreds of years ago in terms of power
and oppression bear a resemblance to events that are happening in the world today. In
particular, students understood that some of the violence and protesting that occurred
after the shooting of Michael Brown was predictable if one understood the context of the
shooting in terms of power and oppression.
How did students feel about the subject of social studies? Based on the survey
data, students’ opinions about social studies improved after experiencing the power and
oppression thematic unit. Students reported enjoying the subject of social studies more
and also finding social studies to be more relevant in their lives.
Did students better identify examples of how power is maintained, lost, and
justified in current and historical events? After repeated practice with reading texts
through the lenses of power and oppression, students were better able to identify
examples of power being maintained, lost, and justified. Students also felt more selfassured about their own ability to identify these examples. As evidenced by the increased
scores from the pre-assessment to the post-assessment, students were able to make
connections between past and present events and understand cause and effect
relationships related to power.
Did students better identify examples of oppression in current and historical
events? After experiencing a thematic unit about power and oppression, students were
better able to identify abuses of power resulting in oppression. Students were able to
empathize with the people who were oppressed, and they were able to understand that
people in power sometimes try to increase their power by oppressing individuals or
groups of people.
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How did students better predict how those who are targeted will react to
abuses of power? Students were better able to make predictions about how oppressed
citizens would react to their oppressors after experiencing the power and oppression unit
of study. Eventually, students began to make predictions as they read, without teacher
prompting. This was evidenced by survey results, which indicated that students felt like
they were better able to make predictions. In fact, this was seen as students worked with
partners to read various texts about events involving power and oppression. Students
would say things such as, “Uh oh! It’s about to get violent!” if they read about a group
being mistreated by the group in power.
What were students’ experiences with social studies? All students
had, at least in part, a positive opinion about the subject of social studies after
experiencing a thematic unit about power and oppression. Students felt like
social studies was an important subject, and they liked learning about history.
The interviews revealed that most students felt like their teachers in the past did
not spend enough time teaching social studies or that the curriculum was
shallow or incomplete. Some students also felt like social studies needed to be
improved at the school by making it more interesting or relevant to their lives.
What did students feel is the purpose of the subject of social
studies? Before students experienced a thematic social studies curriculum,
most felt like the purpose of social studies was to learn facts from history or to
help them be successful in future social studies classes. After experiencing the
social studies curriculum, the majority of students felt like the purpose of
social studies was to help them to develop social studies skills, such as the
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like the purpose of social studies was to learn about events in history, but the
number of students who identified content acquisition as a purpose of social
studies decreased from the fall. Some students interviewed also felt like social
studies would help students to become more active and engaged citizens.
Did students discuss social studies topics at home? After
experiencing a thematic social studies curriculum, more students reported
discussing social studies topics at home. However, only one student reported
that his family discussed what he learned in school specifically, so it is unclear
whether the content at school was driving students to report more conversations
at home. It is possible that students did not realize they were already having
these discussions at home before, but then when they realized that events on the
news are classified as social studies topics, they might have reported higher
levels of social studies conversations.
What did students understand about power and oppression?
After experiencing a power and oppression unit, all students had an increased
understanding of the concepts of power and oppression, as evidenced by their
responses during the interviews. Students seemed to have more opinionated
views of power and oppression, both positive and negative. The majority of
students had no understanding of power and oppression before the unit began,
but after the unit, all students were able to demonstrate some level of
proficiency in their understanding of the concepts. Student work samples
indicated that students understood that people who are oppressed have different
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action steps they can take to effectively dismantle systems of oppression.
Did students feel that learning about power and oppression would
help them in the future? All students felt like learning about power and
oppression would help them in the future after experiencing the power and
oppression unit of study. Most students discussed the importance of
understanding these concepts in order to become better and more informed
citizens and to have better social studies skills.
What social studies skills did students demonstrate? Student work samples
and student discussions indicated that students were able to understand cause and effect
relationships in history. They were able to make connections between the past and the
present. They were able to link events such as the Russian Revolution the oppression in
Ferguson, MO and discuss how both events involved concepts of power and oppression.
Students demonstrated the ability to do close-readings of complex social studies texts.
They were able to engage in civil discourse through Socratic Seminar discussions, and
they were able to support their opinions with historical evidence.
What were students’ experiences with thematic social studies units? My
notes in my researcher journal indicated that students seemed engaged and challenged in
the learning of power and oppression. Students seemed especially motivated by learning
about local events, such as Ferguson, and by learning about current events. They seemed
to better grasp concepts they had to read about when they watched a video clip before
they engaged in the reading. When students had the choice about what to complete their
project about at the end of the unit, they were particularly motivated to read and
understand their topic at a deeper level.
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Further Implications
After studying the sources of both qualitative and quantitative data, I identified
four important ideas about the impact of implementing a thematic social studies unit
about power and oppression in my classroom. Through the process of triangulating the
data, themes were generated through a process of parallel convergent analysis (Herr &
Anderson, 2015). After examining the surveys, assessments, interviews, student writing
samples, and my researcher journal at the same time, the data led to new themes not
discussed in the literature. These five sources of data gleaned the same insights, ensuring
my confidence that my study confirmed the my conclusions about: female students as
compared to male students, academically high performing students compared to low
performing students, relationship between attitudes and scores, and ability to transfer
ideas and concepts.
Female students compared to male students. Before experiencing a unit about
power and oppression, the survey and interview data revealed differences between male
and female students. While the data showed that all students benefited from participating
in the unit of study, there were distinct benefits for each gender. For instance, before the
unit, female students were less likely to have positive perceptions about social studies,
particularly if they were not high academic achievers in the classroom. The interview
data made that clear when 75% of female students reported they did not enjoy learning
about social studies. This was in sharp contrast to the male students. In fact, 75% of the
male students reported a positive opinion of social studies.
In addition, before experiencing a thematic unit about power and oppression,
female students reported lower levels of confidence in their social studies abilities. For
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example, survey data showed that girls rated their ability to find connections between
past and present events, make predictions about power and oppression, describe power
and oppression, and discuss the events in Ferguson, MO as they related to power and
oppression with lower ratings of confidence than their male counterparts.
After participating in a thematic social studies unit, female students reported
more positive perceptions of social studies and increased levels of confidence. Notably,
all of the female students interviewed reported enjoying social studies after participating
in the unit. The survey also showed that female students increased their opinion of the
subject by a greater margin than male students. Female students increased by a greater
margin than male students on every survey question related to confidence about skill
level. Female students reported greater levels of confidence in their ability to find
connections between the past and present, make predictions about power and oppression,
describe power and oppression, and discuss the events in Ferguson, MO as they related
to power and oppression.
In addition to higher levels of confidence and positive feelings about social
studies, female students also reported finding social studies more relevant to their lives
after experiencing the power and oppression unit. Before the unit began, male students
had higher survey ratings for the statement, Social Studies is relevant to my life. Yet,
after the unit, female students rated the statement higher than male students and
increased their ratings by a larger margin.
I drew the conclusion that a thematic social studies curriculum about power and
oppression has a positive impact on female fifth grade students’ self-confidence about
their skill level and opinion about the subject of social studies. It also is more positively

FOSTERING CRITICAL AND CREATIVE THINKING

294

correlated with the feeling that the subject of social studies is relevant to one’s life for
female students than male students.
On the other hand, male students also experienced positive benefits from
participating in the curriculum. While males generally reported enjoying social studies
more than female students before the unit began, made clear by the interview data, the
male students also experienced a greater increase in their ability to empathize and in their
social studies skill level as it transferred to a new context.
On the pre-assessment, female students outperformed male students. However,
after experiencing a thematic social studies unit about power and oppression, the male
students outperformed the female students and also improved their scores by a greater
margin. The males were better able than the female students to transfer their learning to a
new context.
Moreover, survey data revealed that male students demonstrated a greater
increase in empathy during the course of the unit. Before the unit began, female students
self-reported higher instances of thinking about the different voices that are represented
and not represented in a text that they are reading. However, after the unit, males had
higher ratings for the statement, When I read a social studies text, I think about whose
voices are being represented and whose voices are not being represented.
The data revealed that a thematic unit about power and oppression helps males
more than females to transfer their understandings to new contexts and to consider other
perspectives.
Academically high performing students compared to lower performing
students. Another idea that emerged from the data was that students who typically
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performed above grade level expectations were more likely to enter fifth grade with
positive perceptions about social studies. The interview data also revealed that students
who did not perform as well academically were more likely to have a negative
perception of social studies. Also, before the unit, higher performing students were also
the only students to articulate a purpose of social studies outside of the school
environment. The interview data also showed that the higher performing students were
the only students who entered the power and oppression unit with any prior
understandings of the terms of power and oppression. The pre-test data indicated a
similar pattern that higher performing students scored better on the pre-test than their
classmates. The data showed that higher performing students were also more likely to
discuss social studies at home before the unit began.
However, after experiencing a unit about power and oppression, the students in
the class reported higher levels of positive feelings about social studies, regardless of
their academic standing. Students who performed below grade level expectations as well
as right at grade level expectations were just as likely to claim enjoying the subject of
social studies as higher performing students after the unit.
In addition, after the unit, all students in the class demonstrated understandings of
the concepts of power and oppression, not just higher performing students. The test data
indicated that students improved their ability to transfer concepts to a new context,
regardless if they were a higher or lower performing student.
Interview data also indicated that after experiencing a thematic social studies unit
about power and oppression, all students could describe the purpose of learning social
studies in school, outside of an academic purpose. Before the unit, only the higher
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performing students could see a broader purpose for this type of learning.
I drew the conclusion that participating in a thematic social studies unit about
power and oppression is beneficial for students who do not perform above grade level
typically. By the end of the unit, students, regardless of their ability, were better able to
see the relevance and enjoyment of social studies and demonstrate proficiency with the
concepts.
Relationship between attitude and scores. One suspicion that I had before
beginning the unit was that students who enjoyed social studies would be students who
would score higher on the pre-tests and post-tests. This hypothesis would turn out to be
correct. There was a relationship between student scores on the tests and their opinion
about social studies. To corroborate this deduction, I used the information from the
fourth survey statement, I enjoy the subject of social studies. Students who scored a
rubric score of a three or better (out of 4) on the pre-test would be considered proficient
in the skills of power and oppression. The four students who met these criteria had an
mean rating of 3.75 (out of 5) for how much they enjoyed social studies. The other
twenty students who scored below a 3 (out of 4), who would be considered approaching
the benchmark or not meeting the benchmark, rated their enjoyment of social studies at
3.35 (out of 5).
After experiencing the thematic social studies unit about power and oppression,
there were 19 students who earned a rubric score of a three or better, indicating they had
met or exceeded grade level expectations for that standard. They rated their enjoyment of
social studies at an mean rating of 4. On the other hand, there were 5 students who scored
less than a three. Four of the students earned a score of 2.5, and one student in the class
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earned a score of a 2. The students who did not earn a score of 3 on the final assessment
rated their enjoyment of social studies slightly lower than the other group at 3.8.
I drew the conclusion that in my class, there was a relationship between how
students felt about social studies and how they performed on the test. However, after
experiencing the power and oppression unit, there was only a 0.2 difference between the
high and low testing groups compared to a 0.4 difference between the groups before the
unit began. Table 19 shows the differences between the different enjoyment levels for the
high scoring students and the lower scoring students. This indicates that the unit helped
all students to enjoy social studies more, even if they were not as proficient with social
studies skills and concepts.
Table 19.
Relationship between enjoyment level and test scores.
Students who scored
2.5 or below on the test
3.35

Students who scored 3
or above on the test
3.75

Enjoyment Level (1-5)
Before the Test
Enjoyment Level (1-5)
3.8
4
After the Test
Ability to transfer skills and concepts. The most important idea that emerged
from the study is that students who were exposed to learning social studies in a thematic,
rather than chronological, manner were able to transfer their understandings to a concept
that they had not yet studied in school. Even though students did not study the Mexican
Revolution during class, they were able to read the article and watch the video clip and
apply the concepts of power and oppression that they learned in class. They were also
able to connect the ideas of power and oppression in Ferguson, MO to this event in
history. Through repeated exposure and time to grapple with the abstract concepts of
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power and oppression, students were able to internalize and make meaning of the
vocabulary and relate the terms to a new context. This assessment revealed to me that my
students had truly understood the concepts, as opposed to memorizing them. The
curriculum lent itself to students discussing ideas and concepts through the vehicle of
events instead of discussing events in isolation.
Reflection
Creating an entirely new social studies curriculum without a textbook or
framework to guide me was a time-consuming process that required a great deal of
understanding about concepts and events in social studies. I found the process of creating
and enacting a new curriculum to be both exciting as well as daunting.
Challenges. One of the greatest obstacles I faced in created this curriculum was
finding texts and videos for students to read and view that were developmentally
appropriate, both in terms of the vocabulary and reading level and in terms of the
content. Finding texts and video clips for elementary students that do not sugar coat the
events of the past but also are not too overwhelming for young students to digest is an
ongoing struggle for elementary social studies teachers. I also had to find texts that were
historically accurate and balanced. I wanted to make sure the curriculum I created was
not a Euro-centric perspective, which can be difficult when it comes to finding texts that
will best match fifth graders. To solve this problem, I spent a great deal of time scouring
books and internet resources for the best possible sources. I do not necessarily think I
found the very best texts to address these issues because many of the texts I hoped to use
were not free and I was limited in my budget.
Another challenge in creating a curriculum about power and oppression is that

FOSTERING CRITICAL AND CREATIVE THINKING

299

this type of curriculum has to change and evolve each year it is taught due to the
inclusion of current events, which must consistently be updated. This required me to
have a solid understanding of the events going on in the world and how I could best
connect those events to the historical events my students would learn about in the
classroom. I found myself watching many historical documentaries, reading books with
historical or civic minded themes, and watching the news daily so that I could stay
abreast of the most important events occurring worldwide.
The final obstacle to create a social studies curriculum that is rigorous and
engaging for students is the factor of time. The district that I am in only allows time in
the schedule to teach social studies for half of the year, and they require teachers to teach
science in that time slot the second half of the year. This meant I had to be intentional
about every historical and current event I chose to include, because time limits meant that
I could not expose students to as many events as I wanted.
Benefits. However, despite the challenges that I faced, I found the benefits to
outweigh all of the challenges. One of the greatest fringe benefits of the curriculum that I
observed is that my students improved their ability to read, simply because they were
reading engaging texts multiple times. In learning to close read texts, students read the
text the first time through just to get to know the material. The second time through, they
divided the text into sections and wrote a summary of each section. Finally, during the
third read, they reread the text with a specific lens; they looked for examples of power
and oppression and how the oppressed groups responded to the groups in power. This
made me realize that teachers do not necessarily need to incorporate social studies into
their reading curriculums in order to have time to teach it. Rather, they could incorporate
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some reading skills instruction into the social studies block, and they may find that their
students are more motivated to use the reading skills because they aren’t reading a text
that feels out of context and purposeless. I intentionally incorporated some of the
language from the reading curriculum into the social studies block, which helped
students to transfer that understanding. I would discuss authors’ writing techniques and
goals in the texts we were reading and how those techniques had an impact on the
reader’s understanding. I would also teach students how to pause frequently and think
about how parts of the text related to the whole meaning of the text. We would examine
the perspectives that were mentioned in the articles as well as the author’s implicit or
explicit biases that were visible. I found that the time students spent reading and listening
to social studies media sources was valuable, as it helped to increase their vocabulary,
ability to chunk a text into meaningful parts, and to read with purpose. Repeated readings
also helped with reading fluency.
Another benefit to teaching my students about power and oppression is that they
became more empowered and opinionated. Students recognized leaders who were
abusing their power in the current events that we read about, so when the midterm
elections came onto our radar, students felt like they had an idea of what kind of leader
they thought should represent them. They felt empowered to make a YouTube video
about the kind of world they hoped to live in someday. The beginning of the video starts
with the words, “To the adults in our lives, we have a lot of dreams for the world. On
November 6, we can’t vote to make our dreams a reality. But you can…” Students held
up signs with the dreams they have for the world including equal rights for LGBTQ
people, respect for all races, a world where a woman can be elected president, and a
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world where everyone has health insurance. The video even ended up being shown on a
local news station’s website and was shared broadly. Students also felt empowered to
make small changes. For instance, one of the hallways in the school was decorated with
candy canes and gingerbread in December, which a group of students felt was not
inclusive for the Jewish students in our classroom. They decided to create symbols of
Judaism out of paper and asked for them to be hung in that hallway as well. I credit the
students’ understanding of power, oppression, and clashes of culture with their
confidence to make that small change at school.
I definitely saw an increase in student interest in the subject of social studies. At
parent-teacher conferences in the fall, several parents told me with surprise that their
child was talking about social studies a lot at home and seemed to really be enjoying it.
Knowing that many of my students began the unit without having a positive opinion of
the subject, this was particularly meaningful to know that students were engaged in the
learning and seeing the relevance. Some of my struggling learners, specifically, seemed
to enjoy the time of the day when they learned about power and oppression the most.
The most important benefit I saw to enacting a curriculum about power and
oppression was that students developed a better sense of understanding and empathy for
some of the violence that occurred in the aftermath of the shooting death of Michael
Brown and the subsequent indictment of Darren Wilson, the white police officer. As
residents of an upper-middle class, primarily white suburb of St. Louis, students did not
initially know much or anything about the events in Ferguson. When they were first
exposed to the event, they felt scared and upset by the looting and property damage that
they saw on the news clip we watched. This was a common reaction that many white St.
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Louisans had while the events in Ferguson were developing- reactions of judgment,
outrage, and fear. Many St. Louisans were also quite surprised by the anger in this area
of the city and felt like it was a disproportionate reaction to the situation. After my
students learned about patterns with power and oppression in history, they began to
understand why people may have reacted with violence. Even though most students did
not condone the destruction of property or stealing, they began to see why some African
Americans in Ferguson may have felt like this was their best option. Students began to
see the patterns of oppression that emerged in this part of the city and how Michael
Brown became a symbol of a subsequent movement across the country. Students realized
that the violence St. Louisans witnessed from their televisions should not have been
surprising, as this is how many oppressed groups have reacted throughout history.
Students drew comparisons between looting in Ferguson and the colonists dumping tea
into Boston Harbor. They compared marching in the streets in Ferguson to women’s
marches during the Suffrage Movement. They understood that Michael Brown became a
symbol of oppression, much like Malala or Nelson Mandela. Students realized that what
happened in Ferguson was not surprising; it was a predictable reaction that all St.
Louisans should have seen coming and could have possibly worked together to prevent.
Changes I would make. If I were to teach this curriculum again next year, I
would make changes to help my students to learn even more. For example, some of the
texts were too difficult for a few of my struggling learners to access. If I repeated the
unit, I would try to find leveled texts or record the texts for students to listen to, so that
all students would be able to access the content comfortably. I also found that some of
my students were shy during Socratic Seminars. I think it might help in the future if I
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actually participated in the first Socratic Seminar to model what participation could look
like. I could also help to prepare some of my shy students or students who are slower
processers to participate in discussions by helping them to write down what they might
say before they begin the conversation. That pre-planning might aid in their comfort
level in speaking in front of their peers, and the scaffold of reading their thoughts off of a
piece of paper might offer a bit of confidence as well.
In reflecting about the four units I created, I also might try in the future to blend
all four units into one cohesive curriculum, guided by an overarching theme. Instead of
having the themes of the individual units be power/oppression, culture, history, and
geography, I might try to include aspects of each of these themes in every unit, and
instead, I could create an overarching question to guide students through each unit of
study. An example of an overarching question could be: What are the ideals of the
United States, and are we living up to our ideals? What I have learned about teaching
thematically is that it helps to provide students with an anchor for their learning and a
concept to use as Velcro to which new learning can stick. This makes the social studies
content feel less disjointed and more related. Students are better able to make
connections and identify patterns when content is simply the vehicle through which
teachers teach overarching ideas.
Components I will intentionally include in future units. Teaching students
more controversial material takes careful planning and parent education on the part of the
educator. If students are going to learn about some of the ugly history and present-day
actions of the United States, teachers must be prepared to explain to parents how learning
about these events will benefit their children’s learning and will not hurt them, even if the
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material is not always nice to read about or violent in nature. I found that explaining the
purpose of the curriculum at my school’s Curriculum Night in August of 2018 helped to
proactively ease parents’ minds about their children being exposed to events that involve
injustices or violence. Breaking down the curriculum and explaining which events
students would learn about and why helped me to not have any issues with parents being
uncomfortable with any of the units of study I created.
The most important things that I learned about teaching social studies to students
is that students must see the relevance of the material they are learning about in order for
social studies to be engaging. Social Studies can be boring or dry if it is presented as a
chronological series of facts with no applicability to the present and no time for analysis
or connection. Fifth graders are more than capable of understanding deep ideas in history
or current events if they are given repeated exposure to the ideas and time to grapple with
them. Students feel empowered and smart when they understand more about the world
around them and the history of how things came to be.
Recommendations for further research. My research focused on a group of
students with very little racial diversity. I think it would be important for researchers to
study the possible benefits of this type of curriculum with different demographic groups
to see if the curriculum is a positive experience for them as well.
Additionally, students in my school did not experience a great deal of social
studies instruction before entering my classroom. Some of the benefits of the curriculum
could be attributed to the fact that the subject of social studies was actually being taught,
when students had not learned much about it previously. It would be important for
researchers to consider whether students had experienced a traditional social studies
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curriculum, grounded in the content, consistently in the past, and if those experiences
would have caused students to experience a thematic unit about power and oppression
differently.
Students in this study indicated that they did not like social studies much before
beginning the unit. Further research could be done to determine at what grade level
students begin to dislike social studies and for what reasons.
Finally, the success of a social studies curriculum may be tied to the classroom
environment and curricular knowledge of the teacher. Data should be collected to
determine whether the environment and teacher content knowledge contribute to students
having a positive experience in social studies.
What I learned about myself as a teacher researcher. The process of
conducting an in-depth action research study in my fifth grade classroom taught me
about the power of intentionally analyzing the impact of curriculum and learning
activities on the children in my class. Often, I will think I have a firm understanding of
what concepts engaged students, what they have learned, and what misconceptions
persist; however, the process of collecting and analyzing data helped me to realize that
my lessons impact students in different ways and that I may not always know how
effective the lessons are for the students in my class by observation alone. I also learned
how to make my observational data more objective and reliable by keeping my
researcher journal near me at all times to write down notable quotes and reflections.
I believe that the action research process also helped me improve my assessment
creation skills as I realize how important it is to create assessments that measure student
progress accurately and offer information that I hoped to discover. Not only that, but I

FOSTERING CRITICAL AND CREATIVE THINKING

306

realized that I learned the most about what my students understood through one on one
conversations with them. The interviews with eight of my students revealed more to me
than I have ever been able to glean from a project or test.
Most importantly, I learned that my students are capable of learning about
difficult and complex historical and current events with the right supports and questions.
Students are more engaged in learning that they feel is real and “mature,” and they are
capable of making sophisticated connections when information is scaffolded in
developmentally appropriate ways. Many educators shy away from discussing
controversial issues like Ferguson with students because they fear it is too abstract or too
polarizing to present. I have learned that not only can students learn about events like
Ferguson and have meaningful conversations about the causes and effects, but they
should be. The students in my fifth grade classroom will become adults and voters in just
seven years. I hope that by exposing them to a unit about power and oppression, they will
become more active and engaged adults who recognize abuses of power, examples of
oppression, and patterns in history. I hope my students will be the adults who will help to
shape a more socially just future for St. Louis.
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Appendix A
5th Grade Social Studies Unit: What is Power?
2018-2019

Unit Overview:
This unit focuses on the concept of power—the power of individuals, collectives and nations. Power in the
form of authority, influence or force is acquired by having superior resources, greater numbers, or more
effective organization. Government structures such as democracy, autocracy and oligarchy obtain and use
their power in different ways. Some government structures use their power to help the people, while others
use their power to control the people. The abuse of government power is common in some regimes.
Individuals often set up cooperative organizations that give them collective power in a variety of production,
consumer and development situations. During this unit, we will connect what we are learning about power and
oppression to an event that happened locally- the reaction of Ferguson residents after the shooting of
Michael Brown and acquittal of Darren Wilson. We will continuously return to the question, Why should the
reactions in Ferguson not have been a surprise?

Essential Questions for the unit:
What is power, and how is it gained, used, and justified?
What characteristics make a good leader?
What is oppression, and how do people who are targeted respond?
Day
Lesson Plan
PRE **This lesson should be completed before the unit begins as a community
building lesson. The text will serve as an anchor text for the duration of the
semester. You may need to re-read the text several times throughout the
semester to the students.
**During EVERY lesson, I won’t mention it specifically, but you should ask the
students after they watch a video or read an article: Whose voices did we
hear? Whose voices did we not hear?
1. Read the book to the students. Discuss how the character’s perspective
changes the reader’s perception of events. Why does it matter who tells the
story?
Suggestion: Read a few articles from Newsela to your class as a read aloud.
Have students practice identifying whose voices they heard and whose voices
they did not hear. Continue to practice this throughout the semester.

Materials Needed
Book: Voices in the
Park by Anthony
Browne
Create an anchor
chart about the
voices in the story &
why it matters who
gets to tell the story
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*Lesson may need to be taught over two sessions.
Lesson Summary: Part I: Students will learn about patterns in history by
analyzing a variety of current and past events to notice similarities.

1. Students will work in pairs on the “Past or Present?” page.
2. Discuss the strategies students used as well as if they were able to
determine the race, class, gender, etc. of the parties involved.
3. Discuss the answers to the page.
4. Discuss as a class: Why was this page so difficult? Talk about how history
tends to repeat itself and that humans respond to perceived mistreatment in
similar ways (often violent).
Lesson Summary: Part II: Students will learn about how different perspectives
affect how you understand an event. You will use 2 videos that discuss the
events in Ferguson to illustrate this point.

2
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http://www.chicagotri
bune.com/news/opinio
n/page/ct-pageobama-scoldferguson-oped-081720140817-column.html
https://abcnews.go.co
m/US/additionalnational-guardsmenheaded-fergusonfires-burncity/story?id=2715798
6

1. Remind students about the book, Voices in the Park and how it matters who
tells a story.
2. Tell students that throughout history, those with power in a society usually
were the ones whose voices were the loudest and most respected as an
authority. Therefore, the way we interpret historical events is usually impacted
by hearing the voices of those in power.
3. Tell students that they will be learning about a local event dealing with power
and oppression that is a big deal in St. Louis: the shooting of teenager, Michael
Brown, in Ferguson, MO in 2014. First, they will listen to 2 video clips with
different voices. They will decide how the videos made them think about the
event. Discuss the tone, images, and word choice in the videos.
4. Explain that after the Ferguson protests, many in Kirkwood were shocked by
the reaction. Tell students that they will be studying patterns of power and
rebellion in the hopes that they will understand why the violence in Ferguson
should not have been a surprise.
5. Have students create a list in their response journals of people or groups
who they think have power in the United States today.
Lesson Summary: Students will define power and oppression. They will learn
-notecards
about examples of both of these terms through the example of Nelson Mandela
and Apartheid in South Africa.
-video clip about
1. Lead students to the purpose of the lesson by
Nelson Mandela
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asking students to define power and oppression. (Give them a notecard. Ask
them to write the definition of power on one side of the card and the definition
of oppression on the other side)
-Power is the ability or right to control, influence, or direct people or things Oppression is when a person or group in a position of power controls the less
powerful in cruel and unfair ways
Record definitions on chart paper.
2. Discuss examples of power/oppression at school. (Power: teachers, older
students, popular students, principal, bullies, parents) (Oppression: students who
are bullied, younger students, unpopular students, students in general
sometimes)
3. Give a brief background about the history of racial segregation in South
Africa to introduce the Nelson Mandela video.
4. Have students think-pair-share about who has power/who is oppressed in
South Africa during this period in history.
5. Watch the video clip as a class. Periodically, stop, and have the students
make notes and discuss with their classmates using the note catcher.
6. After the video, fill out the chart on the flipchart as a class; power being
used for good, power being used to oppress.
7. Have students write in their response journals about a way that they could
use their power as 5th graders to help others.

3

Summary: Students will learn about what makes a good leader. They will
continue to define power and oppression through the example of Malala.
1. As a class, review the definitions of power and oppression. Review the ways
that those who are oppressed may respond to those in power.

2. Tell the students that today you will be modeling how to do a close read of
an article, particularly an article with a lot of new information. Ask the
students what they think it means to do a close read. Create a list of their
ideas. After the students, have shared their ideas, show them a close reading
anchor chart that you have created in advance about close readings.
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https://www.youtube.
com/watch?v=FNSxC
MIU09g
-chart paper (if you
don’t want to write
on the flipchart)
-Power flipchart Day
2
-Note-taking sheet
for video
-Student Response
Journals
-End of Lesson:
Create an anchor
chart about how
people who are
oppressed respond to
those in power (ideas
for list: strikes,
peaceful protests,
marches, warfare,
civil disobedience)
-Anchor chart about
close readings
http://www.pinterest.
com/pin/30715963705
7074949/
-Article for each
student about Malala
-Power flipchart Day
3
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Here is an overview of a close reading protocol for the teacher to use as a
reference:
-Student Response
http://www.rmsc.org/Data/documents/exhibits/Race/Close%20reading%20prot Journals
ocol_061812.pdf
-Add to anchor chart
3. Each student should have a copy of the article
at end of lesson:
http://time.com/3482434/malala-yousafzai-wins-nobel-peace-prize/
Civil Disobedience Ex:
Malala's dad starting
4. Read the article to the students and model a close reading by reading for
a co-ed school
understanding the first time. Write questions in the margins.
-Writing articles to
criticize those in
5. Model for the students how to capture the gist of each section by reading power
the text a second time. Students should write the gist of each section in the
-Speaking to leaders
margins.
in other countries for
help
-Making speeches
6. Re-read the article with a different purpose. This time, model for the
-Donating money to
students how you will re-read by annotating in the margins, looking to answer fight against those in
the following questions:
power
-Who has power in the article?
-What methods did the people in power use to influence others?
-Who has authority?
-Do you see any examples of abuses of power?

4

7. Exit slip: In response journal, think about and answer the following question:
What characteristics make someone a good leader? Share entries if time
allows.
Lesson Summary: Students will learn that one way people who are oppressed
respond to those in power is through violence and sometimes even full-scale
war. Today’s lesson will illustrate this through the example of the Russian
Revolution.
1. Review close reading as a class. Discuss times that one might need to use
close reading as a strategy. Discuss times that this may not be necessary.
2. Review article from yesterday. What did we learn about power? How did
both of these leaders influence others?

https://newsela.com/
articles/lib-historyrussianrevolution/id/26709/

https://www.nwabr.or
g/sites/default/files/
SocSem.pdf
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3. Explain that today, you will be reading about a time in history when people
felt that their leaders were abusing their power, and they decided to revolt.
This event is called the Bolshevik Revolution. Use this video to introduce the
event: http://www.nationalgeographic.com.au/videos/apocalypse-world-war1/russian-revolution-2885.aspx

(Student HandoutOpen-ended questions
for Socratic Seminar)

4. Students will read the article about the Russian Revolution from newsela.
https://newsela.com/articles/lib-history-russian-revolution/id/26709/
Model for students a close read of the text, reading for understanding. Then,
re-read the text, modeling how to find the gist of each section.

-Add revolt, destroy
property, and not
listen to
police/military when
asked to leave to
anchor chart

5. Students will reread the text with a partner, using a different lens.
Students will think about the following questions:
-Who has power in the text?
-Who was oppressed?
-What caused the people in power to lose their power?

-Power flipchart Day
4

6. After students have read/annotated the text with a partner, they should
complete the Socratic Seminar handout to prepare for the Socratic seminar,
which will take place in a few days.
5

Lesson Summary: Students will learn that one way people who are oppressed
respond to those in power is through violence and sometimes even full-scale
war. Today’s lesson will illustrate this through the example of the American
Revolution.

Youtube videos for
Hamilton’s “You’ll be
Back” and School
House Rock’s “No
More Kings” songs

1. Tell students that today they will be looking at another rebellion that
occurred in history when a group of British citizens decided to break ties with
England after they became frustrated with those in power.
-Watch both video clips (2 songs) to build background about American
Revolution

Readworks article
“Some Laws are
Intolerable”

2. Model for students a close read, but only read the first page of the text.
https://www.readworks.org/article/Some-Laws-Are-Intolerable/47b0944e1f57-41fa-adf7-e1067c4c86e9#!articleTab:content/

-Socratic Seminar
Handout
https://www.nwabr.or
g/sites/default/files/
SocSem.pdf
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3. Students should finish independently reading the article, and then read the
article a second time, looking to find the gist of each section.

6.

4. Students should be paired and complete another Socratic Seminar handout
to prepare for a fishbowl discussion in a couple of days. They should think
about how this article compares/connects with the text they read the day
before about the Bolshevik Revolution in Russia.
Lesson Summary: Students will learn that one way people who are oppressed
respond to those in power is through violence and sometimes even full-scale
war. Today’s lesson will illustrate this through the example of the Michael
Brown protests in Ferguson.
1. Tell students that today they will be looking at another rebellion that
occurred recently when a group of citizens in St. Louis became frustrated with
police treatment of African Americans.
2. Students should independently read the article from Newsela, and then read
the article a second time, looking to find the gist of each section.

7
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-Power Flipchart Day
5

https://newsela.com/
read/fergusongrandjury/id/6163/
-Socratic Seminar
Handout
https://www.nwabr.or
g/sites/default/files/
SocSem.pdf
-Power Flipchart Day
6

4. Students should be paired and complete another Socratic Seminar handout
to prepare for a fishbowl discussion the next day. They should think about how
this article compares/connects with the texts they read the days before about
the Bolshevik Revolution in Russia and the American Revolution.
Lesson Summary: Students will have a Socratic Seminar about Rebellions. They https://www.nwabr.or
will try to find connections/patterns between the three rebellions they learned g/sites/default/files/
about: American, Russian, and Ferguson.
SocSem.pdf
1. Discuss Socratic Seminars (see form for reference). Create a chart of
Socratic Seminar Norms.

-Power Flipchart Day
7

2. Have students get with their partners to briefly look over the questions
they created the day before on their student handout and to skim and scan
the text from the day before.

-Student response
journals

3. Have the students arrange themselves for the seminar and facilitate the
Socratic Seminar. Questions that could be used to jumpstart the discussion:
Should the citizens have rebelled?
Why do rebellions happen?
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Were British citizens justified in rebelling against the government?
Who was most justified- the British or Russian citizens or the citizens in
Ferguson? Why?
4. Response Journal: What do you think went well at our first Socratic
Seminar? What do you think our class needs to improve at our next Seminar?
OR
Response Journal: When do you think rebellions are justified? Why do you think
they have happened so many times throughout history?

8

Lesson Summary: Students will learn about more ways that oppressed groups
may respond to groups who abuse their power. They will use primary sources
to study the Women’s Suffrage Movement.

-Primary Source
Handout

-Video Link (in
https://dp.la/primary-source-sets/sets/women-s-suffrage-the-campaign-for- flipchart) with
the-nineteenth-amendment/
overview about
Women’s Suffrage
http://www.loc.gov/teachers/classroommaterials/primarysourcesets/womens- Movement
suffrage/
https://www.youtube.
com/watch?v=WQLbis
1.
Each student should be assigned a primary source from the 2 websites Rfs20
above. They should analyze the primary source to understand it using the
handout.
2.
Use a round robin protocol to have students share what they learned
-Response Journals
from their primary source as well as these questions:
-What does this tell us about culture in the United States at this time?
-Primary Source
-How do you think our culture was able to change?
Links for each
-What happens when people try to change a part of culture or go against the student
values/beliefs of the majority?
-Power Flipchart Day
3. Response Journal: What strategy do you think is most effective for
8
oppressed groups to use to change laws?
Add: Hold Meetings
Write/Sing Songs
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Write Letters to
Anchor Chart
9

Lesson Summary: Today the students will be reading an article (with a partner) https://newsela.com/
about diplomacy and learning how conflict is resolved without violence.
articles/libunderstanding1. Students will get background about diplomacy by looking at images and
diplomacy/id/32447/
listening to the song, “Room Where it Happens” from Hamilton.
2. Students will complete a close read with a partner and should read the text YouTube Video of
3 times (each time for a different purpose).
“Room Where it
Happens”
3.. During the third read, students should make a poster of the big ideas using
https://www.youtube.
symbols, pictures, and words to convey the big ideas and purposes surrounding com/watch?v=WySzE
diplomacy.
XKUSZw

-Posters

10

Lesson Summary: Today, students will solve a problem using some of the
diplomatic strategies they learned about yesterday.

1. They will learn about the conflict between 2 sisters over a coveted bedroom
in the house.

-Power Flipchart Day
9
-Power flipchart Day
10
-Diplomacy handout

2. They should fill out the diplomacy handout first. Then, they should create a
skit to model how they would resolve the conflict.
3. If time allows, let the students share their skits with other groups or in
front of the whole class.
11

Lesson Summary: Today, students will be comparing feudalism in two different
parts of the world, Japan and Europe. The goal is to learn about one structure
that governments in history used to oppress groups of people.

-Medieval Times to
Today: p. 89-93
(Feudalism in Japan)

1. Assign each student a partner. Have pairs complete a close read about
Japan or Europe.

-Medieval Times to
Today: p. 105-110
(Feudalism in Europe)
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2. On the third read, they should think about these questions and jot notes in
their response journals:
-Who had the power under the system of feudalism?
-Who did not have power under the system of feudalism?
-Do you think you would like living in a feudalistic society? Why or why not?
-Do you think feudalism would lead to a strong country? Why or why not?
12

Lesson Summary: The students will have 2 different Socratic Seminars about
feudalism in both Japan and Europe. The goal is to see how feudalism in both
countries was structured in a similar way.

1. Discuss Socratic Seminars norms.

319

-response journals
-Power flipchart day
11

Socratic Seminar:
Discussion Partner
Evaluation Form
https://www.nwabr.or
g/sites/default/files/
SocSem.pdf

2. Have students get with their partners to briefly look over their close read
and discussion questions from the day before.
3. Have the students arrange themselves into two groups (a Europe group and
a Japan group) in order to facilitate the Socratic Seminar/Fishbowl discussion.
Students should form an inside circle and an outside circle. Students will
evaluate a partner’s participation using the “Socratic Seminar: Discussion
Partner Evaluation” form. Then, the groups will switch, and the other partner
will evaluate his/her partner using the form.

13

4. Response Journal: What connections did you find between feudalism in
Europe and feudalism in Japan?
Lesson Summary: Students will learn about the power of the U.S. government
and decide if they think that the government should be able to put limits on
businesses. The example that will be used is the Keystone XL Pipeline.
1. Students will watch a short video with an overview of the Keystone
Pipeline debate.
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=RU-Y_VEhbj8

Response Journals
-Response Journals
-Power flipchart Day
12

https://newsela.com/
articles/trumpapproval-keystonepipeline/id/28462/

Newsela article:
“After protests and
2. Students will read 2 articles about the Keystone Pipeline to draw a
delays, the Keystone
conclusion about whether or not the government should have the power pipeline gets Trump's
to regulate a business.
approval”
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Response Journal: Do you think the government should have the power to
regulate businesses? Why or why not?
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https://newsela.com/
articles/keystoneoilpipeline/id/12896/

Newsela article:
President Obama
rejects Keystone oil
pipeline
Response Journals

14

Lesson Summary: Today, students will discuss the 2 articles from the day
before by using the discussion protocol “4 Heads Together.”

1. Students should discuss the following questions from the articles:
-Why did Obama decide to reject the pipeline? (cons)
-Why did Trump approve the pipeline? (pros)
-Do you think the government should have the power to regulate businesses?
Why or why not?
-Why was Obama’s decision under attack by Republicans?
-What other powers does our government have?
-What limits do we put on our government leaders?

15

2. Response Journal Response: What was something you learned or something
that made you think more deeply during your group discussion today?
Lesson Summary: Project Day 1
Students will study an event in the past or present related to power.
They will think about some of the following questions to guide them in their
research/understanding:
-Who has the power?
-How do you know they are powerful?
-How do those in power keep their power?
-How did those in power get their power?
-Were there any examples of abuses of power?
-Were there any examples of oppression? -

Power flipchart Day
13
Students should have
their notes from the
articles from
yesterday
Power flipchart day
14
Response Journals

-Power project
handouts and articles
-Power Flipchart Day
15
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How did the oppressed respond?
Project Day 2
Continue to work on projects.
Project Day 3
Continue to work on projects.
Present
You could present in a “science fair” type way or whole group.
Assessment
Students will read an article about the Mexican Revolution and answer
questions about power and oppression.
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Student Project Topic List

https://www.readworks.org/article/The-Two-Harriets-Heroines-of-Abolition/893243b9-225b-42d7-b39062aaa5315dc3#!articleTab:content/
Female Abolitionists
https://www.readworks.org/article/Suffragettes/6ce8b52e-da5d-4b5c-9f0d19fd0510b6e2#!articleTab:content/
Women’s Suffrage Movement
https://www.readworks.org/article/John-Browns-Antislavery-Raid/1fd7dccd-20f4-41b6-9a3a6ca59fe30c10#!articleTab:content/
John Brown’s Anti-Slavery Raid
https://www.readworks.org/article/The-End-of-Shogun-Rule-in-Japan/f21f6392-08d2-4a47-9751b6e6dbadf830#!articleTab:content/
The End of Shogun Rule in Japan
https://www.readworks.org/article/Native-Americans/6d85b5cc-969f-4ed5-aab076daaad34f74#!articleTab:content/contentSection:e3edc51c-23e2-4518-9f6d-0a7b025e9208/
The Pueblo Revolt
https://newsela.com/read/lib-ushistory-shays-rebellion/id/26770/
Shay’s Rebellion
Medieval Times to Today p. 188-192
The French Revolution
Medieval Times to Today p. 156-159
The Conquest of the Aztec Empire
Medieval Times to Today p. 111-112
The Catholic Church during the Middle Ages
Medieval Times to Today p. 94-99
The Great Mughal Empire in India
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Medieval Times to Today p. 65-70
The Incas
Medieval Times to Today p. 9-14
Byzantium Empire
https://newsela.com/read/iran-bans-social-media/id/39372/
Iran Restricts Social Media Usage
https://newsela.com/articles/nigerian-school-girls-released/id/30509/
Nigerian Kidnapping of School Girls
https://newsela.com/articles/turkey-coup-attempt/id/19712/
Turkey's government stands strong in face of attempted military coup
https://newsela.com/articles/venezuela-protests-hunger/id/30943/
Venezuela Economic Crisis
https://newsela.com/read/lib-syria-civil-war/id/26726/
Syrian Civil War
https://newsela.com/articles/sanctuary-cities-defy-sessions/id/28600/
City Lawmakers resist Immigration Orders from Trump
https://newsela.com/read/lib-disability-rights-san-francisco-protest/id/41722/
Disability Protests
https://newsela.com/read/turkey-riots/id/328/
Violence in Turkey
https://newsela.com/read/saudi-arabia-women-driving/id/35793/
Saudi Arabian Women Get Right to Drive
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Appendix B

Name ________________________________________________

Past or Present?
Directions: Match the description of the historical event on the left with the date and name of the
event on the right.

A group of citizens destroyed property ($1.7 million in
today’s money) in order to protest a law they considered
unfair.
A group of citizens burned down 25 buildings and looted
others after becoming frustrated about a court’s
decision.
At least 470,000 people died during fighting between a
rebel group and the government that resulted in
damaged roads, bridges, and buildings. 4 million people
left the country.
A group of citizens became angry about their
government’s abuses of power. They overtook the
government, killing the leader and his entire immediate
family.
276 female students were kidnapped by a violent group
who hoped to use the girls as negotiating pawns to
release members of their group from prison.
Angry citizens decided to fight back at those with more
power and money by burning down property, invading
the home of the leaders of government, and killing all
those who opposed their revolt during a Rein of Terror.

French Revolution, 1789-1799

Boko Haram, Terrorist Group in Nigeria, 2014

Bolshevik Revolution in Russia, 1918

The Boston Tea Party, 1773

Ferguson Protests, 2014

Bacon’s Rebellion, 1676

Syrian Civil War, present day
A thousand citizens of all classes and multiple races rose up
in arms, attacked groups of people, and set fire to the
capital city. They felt that their government was not doing
enough to protect them.
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Appendix C
Name _____________________
Primary Source Analysis
1. What is the nature of the source?

-Is it a photograph? Letter? Interview? Description?
-What questions does it make you ask?

2.Who created this source and what do I know about him/her/them?
-What biases did he/she have?
-What is their perspective?

3.When/where was the source produced?
-What is the historical context?
-Was it written during the time period or after?
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4.Why did the person create this source?
-Was there a purpose?
-Was he/she trying to persuade?

5. What is said in this source?
-What is said directly?
-What is implied?

6. What is not said in this source?

-What did he/she leave out that you would expect?
-Why do you think he/she left this information out?

7. What do you still not know?
-Do you trust the source?

-What questions do you still have?
-Where could you find the answers to your questions?
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Appendix D
Names of Group Members ____________________________________
Define the Problem:

How does this conflict with
the parents’ foreign policy
goal?

Gather Information:
What do you know about
the conflict?

How will both sides
negotiate? Will there be
any outside alliances?
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What threats, warnings,
or deals will both sides
use?

What agreement will both
sides come to?

How do you know Jessica
will agree to it?

How do you know Lexie
will agree to it?

How does the agreement
support the parents’
foreign policy goal?
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Appendix E

The Problem
Let's say that your parents represent a powerful country, and they have a clearly
defined set of foreign policy goals. One of their goals is to keep the peace in the
world (or in this case, the house).
However, a conflict has erupted in the world (house) recently. Two countries
(siblings) are having a lot of conflict, and the powerful country (parents) is worried
that it will erupt into nuclear warfare (a humongous fight) if it is not resolved
peacefully.
The oldest sibling, Jessica, moved off to college in August. She is enrolled at Mizzou,
about 90 minutes from their home.
The younger sibling, Lexie, decided to capitalize on the sister's move as soon as she
left. She took over her sister's bedroom, which she considers the better room
because it has an attached bathroom and is a bit larger.
Jessica came home last weekend, and she was furious to find that her sister had
switched rooms with her.
Jessica says because her school isn't far away, she is still planning on visiting often.
Plus, she will have a month off of school in winter and three months off in the
summer, so she hasn't really moved out officially. She thinks Lexie didn't have the
right to invade her space, especially without telling her.
Lexie thinks that Jessica shouldn't get to have the best room if she only lives at the
house part of the time. She says if she would have asked, Jessica would have said
no, so she didn't even bother.
She says she did Jessica a favor because she did all of the moving herself and
didn't make Jessica help with any of the hard work that this involved in moving all of
the furniture.
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Appendix F
Names ______________________________________________________

Power Research Project and Presentation
Topic: ____________________________________________
We have spent the past few weeks studying power- how it is structured, how it is
obtained, how it is maintained, and how it is lost. We have also analyzed abuses of power
and organized rebellions that sometimes happen as a result.
Now it’s your turn to teach your classmates about a power structure or power
struggle! This may be an event from the past or it might be a current event. Your
teacher will provide you a text about the event, which you should use to complete a close
read. The third time you read the text, consider these questions:

-Who has the power?

-How do you know they are powerful?

-How did this person/group get their power?

-How do those in power keep their power?

FOSTERING CRITICAL AND CREATIVE THINKING

331

-Were there any examples of abuses of power?

-Were there any examples of oppression (people with power treating a group of people
unfairly)? How did the people being treated unfairly react?

Presentation
How will you teach your classmates and teacher what you have learned about
power from your historical or current event? The good news is that you have many
options! Your presentation should give an overview of the event and also cover some of
the questions that you answered on your third read. You can also include any other
relevant/interesting information. Have fun!
Presentation ideas:
-Make a video
-Talk show format & interview people involved in the event
-A movie with voice-over narration or subtitles to explain the action
-Make a picture book with illustrations
-Write a fictional series of letters between people in the event
-A 3-D Model of the Event
-Make a presentation on Kirkwood Docs, Notability, etc.
-Write a song or rap about the information
-You can use the instrumental version of a song you like and create new lyrics.
-Create a skit

Presentation Format: ________________________________________
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Appendix G
Name __________________________
Power and Oppression Final Assessment

1) Who has power in the article? How did this group/person abuse its power? Refer to the text to support your
thinking.
_______________________________________________________________
_______________________________________________________________

_______________________________________________________________
_______________________________________________________________
_______________________________________________________________
_______________________________________________________________
2) Who was oppressed in the article? How were they being oppressed? Refer to the text to support your
thinking.

_______________________________________________________________
_______________________________________________________________
_______________________________________________________________
_______________________________________________________________
_______________________________________________________________

_______________________________________________________________
3) How did the person/people who were oppressed respond to the mistreatment? Do you think this was the
best option for the mistreated group to take? Why or why not?

_______________________________________________________________
_______________________________________________________________
_______________________________________________________________
_______________________________________________________________
_______________________________________________________________
_______________________________________________________________
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4a) What connection did you see between this article and what happened in Ferguson, MO?
How it connects to Ferguson, MO: _______________________________________
Why it connects to this Ferguson:
_______________________________________________________________
_______________________________________________________________
_______________________________________________________________
_______________________________________________________________
_______________________________________________________________

_______________________________________________________________
4b) Why should the events that happened in Ferguson, MO not have been a surprise ? Use information you
have learned about power/oppression in your response.
_______________________________________________________________
_______________________________________________________________
_______________________________________________________________
_______________________________________________________________
_______________________________________________________________
_______________________________________________________________

333

FOSTERING CRITICAL AND CREATIVE THINKING

334

Fifth Grade Social Studies
Appendix H

Concepts and Facts

Understands Concepts and Facts (History, Geography, Civics, Culture, Economics)
Beginning

Approaching

Even with assistance, I
have difficulty
demonstrating partial
mastery of concepts and
facts.

I can demonstrate partial
mastery of concepts and
facts.

Meeting
I demonstrate secure
mastery of concepts and
facts.

Extending
I demonstrate secure
mastery of concepts and
facts and can work
beyond grade level
expectations. I can apply
concepts and facts to
different contexts.

Tools of Social Studies Inquiry
Acquires Information Using a Variety of Resources
Beginning
I can use provided
resources to acquire
information to answer
questions.

Approaching
I can locate and use
various resources to
acquire information to
answer questions.

Meeting
I can locate and use various
resources (textbooks, trade
books, maps, globes,
graphics, encyclopedias,
special reference materials,
primary documents, artifacts,
lectures, interviews,
technology) to acquire
relevant information to
answer questions.

Extending
I can locate and use
multiple resources to
compare information
about research topics
and
I can check reliability of
information acquired
through research.

Organizes Information and Communicates it with Others
Beginning
I can use teacher
provided graphic
organizers to create
documents, draw
inferences from factual
material with little
supporting evidence and
when prompted, shares
information with others
during class discussion.

Approaching
With assistance, I can
create documents based
on teacher examples,
predict likely outcomes
or summarize
information using
supporting evidence and
share information with
others in class
discussions.

Meeting

Extending

I can create documents
(outlines, timelines,
summaries, reports, research
papers, maps, charts,
graphic organizers,
presentations) based on
teacher models, form
opinions based on critical
examination of relevant
information and share
information by presenting it
in small groups.

I can create documents
appropriate to audience
and topic, form
opinions based on
critical examination of
relevant information,
state an hypothesis for
further study and share
information by
presenting findings to a
formal audience.

Engages in Civil Discourse
Beginning
Even with assistance, I
have difficulty sharing
opinions and listening to
others.

Approaching
With assistance, I can
support an opinion with
evidence/reasoning and
listen to others.

Curriculum and Instruction (6/10)
Social Studies Rubric: Grade 5

Meeting
With assistance, I can
support an opinion with
evidence/reasoning,
consider the opinions of
others and ask questions to
further understanding.

Extending
I can support an
opinion with
evidence/reasoning,
consider the opinions
of others and ask
questions to further
understanding.
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Division of Educator Preparation Innovation & Research
One University Blvd.
St. Louis, Missouri 63121-4499
Telephone: 314-516-5944
E-mail: balcerzakph@umsl.edu
Email: chelsea.witwer@g.kirkwoodschools.org

Student Survey
Thematic Social Studies Units in Fifth Grade: Studying Power, Oppression, and Social Justice
The following survey questions are designed to gather information on your experiences with the
social studies at Westchester Elementary School. All survey results are anonymous.

1. What is your gender? (circle one)
Male
Female
2.
a.
b.
c.

What is your age?
10
11
other

3.
a.
b.
c.
d.
e.
f.

I have attended Westchester Elementary since
Kindergarten
First Grade
Second Grade
Third Grade
Fourth Grade
Fifth Grade

Please answer the following questions regarding your experience with social studies prior
to your participation in the Power and Oppression Social Studies unit of study in fifth
grade.
4.
a.
b.
c.
d.
e.

I enjoy the subject of social studies.
Definitely disagree
Disagree
Neither agree nor disagree
Agree
Strongly Agree

5.
a.
b.
c.
d.
e.

Learning about current events in the world is important.
Definitely disagree
Disagree
Neither agree nor disagree
Agree
Strongly Agree
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6.
a.
b.
c.
d.
e.
7.

I can find connections between past events and current events in terms of power
and oppression.
Definitely disagree
Disagree
Neither agree nor disagree
Agree
Strongly Agree

a.
b.
c.
d.
e.

When I read a social studies text, I think about whose voices are being
represented and whose voices are not being represented.
Definitely disagree
Disagree
Neither agree nor disagree
Agree
Strongly Agree

8.
a.
b.
c.
d.
e.

I can make predictions about how targeted groups may respond to oppression.
Definitely disagree
Disagree
Neither agree nor disagree
Agree
Strongly Agree

9.
a.
b.
c.
d.
e.

I can describe how power is gained, maintained, and lost.
Definitely disagree
Disagree
Neither agree nor disagree
Agree
Strongly Agree

10.
a.
b.
c.
d.
e.

I can explain why the events in Ferguson, MO should not have been surprising.
Definitely disagree
Disagree
Neither agree nor disagree
Agree
Strongly Agree

11.
a.
b.
c.
d.
e.

Social Studies is relevant to my life.
Definitely disagree
Disagree
Neither agree nor disagree
Agree
Strongly Agree
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Joint Impact of Our Research
Our daily lives are inundated with stories related to social justice. Our students
see and hear about these topics on the ride to school, on the playground, in the grocery
store, and at home. Children can feel powerless in a world that often seems so big
compared to them. As educators, it is our responsibility to begin to give students the tools
they need now and later to face social justice issues head on. We need to teach them how
to be proactive in a world that at times views them as weak. We must help them find their
voice and claim their power.
Initially, when we as researchers began working through our two Social Studies
curricula, a question began to form in our minds. What kind of a student and thinker
would we be creating if students participated in first the second grade curriculum, and
then the fifth grade curriculum we designed? What type of adult would they become?
After enacting our curricula, we explored the data and results together. Looking
for overlapping themes, two emerging ideas came to the surface. 1. Our students were
becoming more aware of social justice issues and more confident to speak out against
them. They were activists in the making. 2. When teachers are allowed to be innovative,
they exhibit more passion in their craft. There is better buy in on their part, and stronger
outcomes for the students. Students learn more when the teacher is deeply invested in the
learning.
Activists in the Making
While our students are aware of social justice issues in their communities and around
the world, we felt it was important to give them the needed skills to engage in thoughtful
dialogue about these topics. As demonstrated in previous chapters, this was done in
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various ways that were appropriate for the two grade levels. Read alouds, teacher
facilitated discussions, short writing pieces, photography, and illustration were most
appropriate for seven and eight-year-olds. In fifth grade, students learned about issues of
power and oppression in terms of injustice through conducting close readings with
specific lenses, engaging in Socratic Seminar discussions, writing focused journal entries,
and by creating videos and keynotes. While the approaches were different, the overall
goal was the same for both groups of students. Our classrooms developed into a space
where discussions about social justice was a part of the daily routine. Students were
tasked with tackling an issue from various viewpoints and looking at historical trends.
While topics of racism, poverty, equality, and voting are not new, they have evolved over
time. We felt it was key for students to try to begin to understand the larger issues and the
ways in which they have connected over time.
For second grade students, some of these topics at first can seem too big or scary.
However, when they are approached in a developmentally appropriate manner, they
become more tangible for students. Through read alouds, topics such as segregation were
looked at historically and then applied to today’s St. Louis context. As the students
learned about times in our country when immigrants and People of Color were treated as
less than others, it gave context to the segregation of neighborhoods and also the
continued struggles for equality today. Students have an early understanding of right and
wrong, and fairness is always an important concept for young children. As they navigate
their world, they make their own decisions of what they feel is just and fair, and apply
this to a variety of settings. The repeated refrain from young children is, “That’s not fair.”
Often times, that is followed by an adult response of, “Life’s not fair.” And while one
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may argue that this is true, there are many times when life is not fair, we need to teach
children more than to simply accept that. We need to give them the tools to make life
more fair, just, and equitable for everyone. We need to teach them to resist those things
within our schools, communities, country, and world that they see as not fair. We need to
expose them to histories from various viewpoints and help them begin to form their own
belief systems.
For fifth grade students, learning about power and oppression through repeated
exposure to a variety of current and past events, students developed the vocabulary and
confidence to draw comparisons between different events. With this increased confidence
and knowledge-base, students started to become more confident in their address
situations of inequity and power imbalance in their own world. For example, in
December, when a group of students noticed that a hallway in the school seemed to be
decorated to only recognize students who celebrated Christmas, they decided to take
action and create decorations for Hanukkah to hang in the hall as well. When questioned
by the adults who made the decorations, the students proudly defended their choice to
add diversity to the hallway decor. This group of students were thrilled when the school
decided to add a bulletin board honoring more holidays, including Hanukkah. Similarly,
during the midterm political elections, the students were energized and enthusiastic about
creating a voting public service announcement YouTube video to encourage the adults in
their lives to vote. The song that played in the background was “A Million Dreams.” At
the beginning of the video, the text said, “To the adults in our lives, we have a lot of
dreams for the world. On November 6, we can’t vote to make our dreams a reality. But
you can.” Each student in the video held up a sign with a handwritten dream for the world
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that he or she deemed was something that adults should care about. Some of their dreams
included everyone being able to afford to live, LGBTQ rights, equal respect for all races,
a woman being elected President, everyone having access to health insurance, and no
shootings. The powerful video was even featured on a local news station’s website. The
students also created fliers that they handed out to every staff member in the building,
reminding each person to vote as well. By exposing ten and eleven-year olds to complex
topics of segregation, protests, racial bias, abuses of power, and inequities in a
developmentally appropriate manner, students began to develop the awareness and
strength that is needed to address these issues in the real world.
We hope that by allowing our students to grapple with issues of social justice that
affect real people in our community, our students will become future activists who seek
to address systemic issues of inequality and do not shy away from confronting these
issues. We believe that if students were able to experience both the second grade and fifth
grade curriculums that we previously described, then they might become the type of
change makers in the community who will not be complicit when they see that others’
rights are being infringed.
Innovative Educators
Educators are artists who craft their curriculum on a daily basis. They make
changes based on the needs of their students from the moment they walk in the doors
until they leave. It would seem quite obvious that the more passionate a teacher is about
his/her curriculum, the more energized and engaged the students would be. However, in
many schools across the country, teachers are not given autonomy to be innovative and
bring new ideas into the classroom. Both of us were fortunate as researchers and
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educators to have the flexibility to create new curriculum from scratch. Our schools
encouraged and supported our innovative ideas as we generated what was, at times,
controversial ideas. We pushed our students to think in new and alternative ways. Their
ideas were then shared with the larger community to help others outside of our classroom
walls grow and expand as well.
What drove us to be innovative was a passion for this work. Both of us are activists in
our own right and feel a deep connection to the topics and themes explored in our
classrooms. Our passions allowed us to devote a great deal of time outside of the
classroom and it also fueled our desire to create an enriching program. For Wilkins, the
passion connected her with a number of community partners and led to the exhibition at
the Sheldon Art Gallery. For Witwer, the passion helped her to educate several
colleagues about the importance of teaching social studies, which eventually led to her
being selected to help write the fifth grade studies curriculum for the entire district, with a
thematic and social justice lens. The curricula created and the results shared in the
previous chapters illustrate the power of what can be achieved when passion and craft
meet.
Ideally, more schools would adopt curricula that has a focus on social justice topics.
Young children have voices and ideas, just as adults do. When we teach them the skills to
harness these ideas at a young age and get involved in issues that matter to them, we are
creating long term activists that our communities desperately need. Students should feel
empowered to tackle causes important to them. In a world that often is chaotic and
inequitable, children can feel powerless and confused. The responsibility of adults is to
help them navigate that in a manner that is safe and empowering. Imagine a community
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in which students lean into difficult topics and generate ideas to solve them. When
districts allow their teachers to teach their passions instead of mandating a prescribed
curriculum and create learning spaces where student voice and empathy for others are
valued, then the types of students who emerge will go into their communities and make
them better for the collective good.
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