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Teaching Social Studies in the Elementary School 
Spring 2012 

 
Dr. Greer Burroughs 

15:257:564:01 
Thursday 4:50 - 7:30 

Room 114, Murray Hall  
 
Office:  10 Seminary Place, Room 015C 
Contact Info: Greer.burroughs@gse.rutgers.edu 
 
Office Hours: Tues. 11:00 - 1:00 

Thurs. 2:00 - 4:00  
(Please schedule all appointments in advance) 

   
Course Overview 
What are the social studies and why should we bother to teach them to elementary school 
children? What type of social studies is meaningful and useful to children?  In this course 
we will explore both theoretical and practical aspects of teaching social studies in the 
elementary school. 
 
Course Goals 
The purposes of the course are for students to: 
• develop a coherent and meaningful definition of social studies. 
• differentiate between “good” history and “bad” history. 
• understand how social studies can be integrated into the broader elementary curriculum. 
• know and employ a variety of instructional strategies for teaching social studies. 
• identify important skills and content in social studies. 
• consider the interconnectedness between social studies content, pedagogy, and social 
justice in the classroom. 
• sharpen skills in unit and lesson design. 

 
Course Requirements 
 
Participation 
Participation in this course will include taking part in a variety of activities – written, 
verbal, individual, and group. I expect students to arrive on time, prepared, for every 
session. Frequent tardiness or absence will result in a reduction in the course grade. I also 
ask that students do not use laptops or cell phones during class, unless the use is clearly 
related to class purposes. Please let me know ahead of time if you will be missing class, 
as it will affect how I plan lessons. 
 
Class activities: Part of every class will be participation in activities and discussions. 
Outstanding participation goes beyond regular attendance, attentiveness and cooperation. 
To receive an A grade for class participation one must demonstrate meaningful 
participation in all class activities and discussions. For activities this means serious effort 
should be evident.  During class discussions comments should reflect thoughtful 
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consideration of the topics, demonstrate consideration of course readings and make 
meaningful contributions to the class discussions (these are contributions that go beyond 
just expressing one’s opinion).  
 
IMPORTANT: Completing all readings prior to class is essential  
 
Purpose of Social Studies Paper 
In this paper you will explore the question of what role should social studies education 
play in public education from multiple perspectives. You will also have the opportunity 
to develop your own philosophy of what should constitute social studies education.  This 
is a researched based paper therefore you must incorporate at least five sources. Three of 
the sources included MUST be selected from the assigned readings for 1/24 and 1/3. You 
MUST include two additional sources that you indentify from your own research (not the 
course syllabus). The articles you select should be used to present different perspectives 
on the goals of social studies.  Be sure to address the different authors’ perspectives 
on issues such as what should be taught, why and how. In the final portion of the 
paper present your own philosophy.  Rely on readings and personal experiences to defend 
your position. Papers should be between 5 -7 pages.  Please stay within these page limits, 
failure to do so will impact your grade.  All references to articles must be properly cited 
using MLA or APA formats.    
 
 
Children’s Literature Lesson Plan Assignment 
The elementary classroom offers many opportunities for interdisciplinary learning.  The 
possibilities to build literacy skills while teaching social studies content and skills are 
practically endless.  One effective way to accomplish this interdisciplinary goal is to 
teach social studies content through the use of children’s literature.  Throughout the 
semester several examples of this will be provided.  In this assignment you will design 
your own interdisciplinary lesson based on a children’s piece of literature.  

- First you will need to select a children’s book for use in an interdisciplinary 
social studies & language arts lesson. Part of this process is determining what 
content and skills you want to teach.  You will need to consult the NJ social 
studies standards for guidance. 
 
- Next you must create a lesson plan based on the decisions you made in step 1.  
Lesson plans must follow the GSE lesson plan model.  Lessons will be assessed 
based on the GSE lesson plan rubric and on how well Best Practices in social 
Studies are represented. 
 

All lesson plans and book titles must be submitted under Sakai.  This will serve as a 
resource center for the entire class. Lastly, you will share your book selections and lesson 
ideas in class.   
   
 
Current Event Practice Lesson: Planning, Teaching, Reflecting  
In small groups, five students will plan and teach a 45 minute lesson to our class related 
to a “current event” news item of their choice.  The lesson should be constructed around a 
key question that would make sense to elementary children. The plan should be written 
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up using the GSE lesson plan model and include reference to specific NJ state standards. 
One week after the lesson, students should submit a reflection to sakai.  Reflections must 
be a minimum three paragraph response to the teaching experience. The first paragraph 
should detail who did what work. The second will be a narrative of what happened in the 
lesson. The third paragraph will be an analysis of “how it went” and why. Each member 
of the group is expected to participate equally in the planning and teaching of the lesson. 
Groups will receive a single grade for their work unless there was an unusual problem in 
the process.  
 
Sakai Reflections 
 
Throughout the course you will be required to reflect on class topics and your learning as 
part of the Sakai reflections.  There will be five reflections in all, your current events 
reflection plus 4 additional topics. Be sure to follow the sakai prompts and respond with a 
1-2 page reflection. Reflections will be graded based on the following rubric: 
 
  0  =  Assignment not completed 

1  =  A minimum response was offered, however it didn’t demonstrate   
comprehension or that the required reading/research was adequately 
completed.  Also may lack a thoughtful response to the assignment.  

2  =  Response may not fully demonstrate comprehension, or fails to 
demonstrate that the required readings/research were adequately 
completed, or only a minimal reflection is offered.  A 2 may also be 
assigned if any single component of the assignment is missing (e.g. all is 
well, but no reflection is offered) 

3  =  Response demonstrates an understanding of the topic, and evidence that 
the required reading/research was completed, however the reflection 
offered could be more thoughtful or offer more depth. 

4  =  Response demonstrates comprehension of the topic, evidence that the 
required reading/research was completed and a thoughtful reflection that 
responds to the assignment is provided 

 
 
Unit Plan  
 
All students will be given the option to collaborate with others in the class or work 
individually to design a unit plan, (requirements will vary based on the number of people 
contributing to the plan). Unit plans are a guide for several days or weeks of instruction. 
The unit plan must be framed around “Big Ideas” or “essential questions” and include 
several a series of interrelated lesson topics and descriptions that address that demonstrate 
how these will be addressed. All unit plans must include concepts and practices learned 
throughout this course and must include clear skill and content goals and daily objectives, 
and references to source materials. The unit plans must be written in accordance with the 
GSE unit plan. A rubric for grading plans will be discussed in class. 
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Grading: 
Class Activities & Participation 10% 
Sakai responses   20% 
Purpose of Social Studies Paper 20%   
Children’s Literature Assignment 15% 
Current Events Group  

Lesson Plan & Teaching 15% 
Unit Plan    20% 
 
Required Readings: 
 
* Readings & websites posted on Sakai or distributed in class  
 
 
Weekly Schedule 
 
DATE CLASS TOPIC ASSIGNMENT & DATE DUE 

 
Jan. 19 What is social studies education and 

is it important? 
 

 

Jan. 26 Meeting the goals of S.S. education 
 

Whalen & Finn readings 
Review NJ Core Content Standards in SS 
(revised 2009) and NCSS 10 Themes 
 

Feb. 2 What should be taught: differing 
perspectives and the goals of social 
studies education 
 

Ravitch & Wade readings 
 
 
 

Feb. 9 History:  What to teach? Levstik and Barton, Chapter 1 
 
 
Sakai Reflection # 1 

Feb. 16 History:  Good History vs. Bad 
History 
 

Herbert Kohl “The Story of Rosa Parks,” 
Loewen, “The True Importance of 
Christopher Columbus,” 
 

Feb. 23 
 

An integrated approach to teaching 
social studies 

Lindquist, Seeing the Whole, Intro & Chap 1 
• Levstik and Barton Chapter 8, “Historical 
Inquiry in an Integrated Setting.” 
 
Purpose of Social Studies Education 
paper due 

Mar. 1 How to teach students to deal with 
conflict & controversy  
 

Reading TBA 
 
Sakai Reflection # 2 

Mar. 8 Teaching social studies through 
children’s literature  

• Herbert Kohl, “Should We Burn Babar?” 
• Zarnowski and Gallagher, Selecting and 
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 Using Notable Books in the Classroom, 
Chapters 9-11 
 
Current Event Lesson Plans Due - 
Presentations begin 

Mar. 22 Civics Education & Inquiry based 
Projects 
 

J.M. Rochester, “The Training of Idiots” 
Engle and Ochoa, “A Curriculum for 
Democratic Citizenship,” 
 
 

Mar. 29 Civics Education  
 

* Beth Rubin, “Laboratories of Democracy” 
* Spectacular, Chap. 2  
 
 
 

Apr. 5 Teaching about Human Rights & 
Global Issues  
 
  

Noddings, Ch. 1 

 
 
Sakai Reflection # 3 

Apr. 12 
 

Unit Planning 
 

Wiggins and McTighe, Understanding by 
Design, chapters 1, 2, and 4 
 

Children’s Literature Lesson Plan Due 

Apr. 19 Unit planning - remote conferences 
 
 

 
 

Apr. 26 
 

Teaching for Social Justice 
 

* Terrie Epstein, “Racial Identity and 
Young People’s Perspectives on Social 
Education”  
 
Unit Plan Due 

Final 
Exam 
Period 

 
 
 

 
 
Sakai Reflection # 4 
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