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Letter from the Editors 

Greetings! 

The start of a new year (and decade) represents fresh beginnings. For our organization, this year denotes 
a particularly significant moment as we reignite the official publication associated with the Middle States 
Council for the Social Studies. We resume the important work of providing an outlet for the exchange of 
ideas, both theoretical and practical. As editors, we look forward to sharing with you scholarly and classroom 
articles that explore strategies for effective social studies teaching and learning. In addition, each Winter issue 
will include a “State of the States” report featuring information on social studies initiatives and happenings 
throughout our member states as well as details regarding the upcoming annual MSCSS conference. Since 
social studies educators appreciate the opportunity to identify continuity and change over time, each issue of 
THE JOURNAL will contain a “Time Capsule” segment, which will allow us to look back at items from our 
organization’s archives. 

In 2020, the Middle States Council for the Social Studies celebrates its 117th anniversary! It is worth 
noting that MSCSS is the oldest social studies professional organization in the United States. This issue opens 
with MSCSS President Emeritus David Pierfy providing the first known attempt to record a history of our 
organization’s publications. As we relaunch The Journal, Dr. Pierfy’s piece is a fitting item to begin our issue.   

In her “Historical Sketch of the First Thirty Years of the Association,” Jessie Evans wrote that, “our 
attention has always been divided between the demands of scholarship and those of teaching methods and 
procedures” (1933, p. 89). The remaining articles in this issue mirror nicely the dual concern of our 
organization with empirical research as well as curriculum and pedagogy. They attempt to bridge the “divide” 
of theory and practice by offering practical teaching strategies and recommendations grounded in the 
empirical literature.  

Lindsay McCrea’s article invites us to explore the promise of using critical inquiry to meet social 
studies objectives, especially social justice. She asserts that by teaching students to question dominant power 
structures and critique oppressive systems, educators nurture democratic citizens who are well-poised to enact 
positive social change. In their article, Alexander Pope and Diana Wagner share an inquiry-based classroom 
strategy for engaging students with a compelling question about the Holocaust. They discuss recurring themes 
that emerge when groups analyze a set of primary sources and offer suggestions for how teachers might 
leverage the activity in their classrooms. Lastly, Teresa G. Wojcik reports on the varying ways in which pre-
service teachers pursuing social studies and language arts certification view primary sources and their place in 
the curriculum. She suggests that examining pre-service teachers’ beliefs and intentions can offer valuable 
insights for administrators, mentor teachers, and teacher educators.  

We conclude this issue with a look back. Reprints of three seminal documents detail the history of our 
organization. The articles by Evans (1933), Oeste (1953), and Krout (1953) provide an appropriate starting 
point for reflecting on the association's origins. 

The Middle States Council for the Social Studies will hold its annual conference in Towson, MD at the 
end of February 2020. The conference offers an opportunity for professional development and recognition, 
networking, and the exchange of views and ideas. In 1953, Oeste wrote in THE JOURNAL that “a tradition of 
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friendliness and hospitality has grown up around our meetings [conferences].” We have no doubt that the 
same sentiment will be true for this year’s gathering. 

We hope that you find this issue of THE JOURNAL interesting and engaging and we invite your 
feedback and submissions for future issues.  

Teresa G. Wojcik, Ph.D.     Alexander Pope, Ph.D. 

Villanova University     Salisbury University 
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State Updates 

Delaware  

Standard setting for the new Delaware Social Studies Assessment (DeSSA) took place September 16-17, 
2019. Scores were released in the Fall. The 2019/2020 DeSSA in grades 4, 7 and 11, will factor into school 
accountability. Practice tests are available online. This year the Social Studies Coalition of DE is providing 
content and curriculum training for grades 4, 5, 7, and 9-11. K-12 Geography education has been resurrected 
in Delaware with the new Delaware Center for Geographic Education at the University of Delaware. Financial 
Literacy Standards are now operational in grades K-12 with new resources and professional development 
opportunities available for teachers this year. 

Representatives 
Jennifer Baczewski  
Social Studies Teacher  
Brandywine School District 

Mario Tiberi  
Social Studies Specialist  
Appoquinimink School District 

_______________________________________________________ 

Maryland  

Maryland's State Department of Education (MSDE) recently published new information regarding the 
upcoming statewide 8th grade social studies test. The link below includes a description of the MCAP 
Assessment, the 8th Grade US History Framework, drafts of rubrics which will be used to score student work, 
sample test items, and a crosswalk which illustrates the connection between Maryland Social Studies 
Standards and common source analysis tools. A practice test will be published in the spring of 2020. Feel free 
to explore these resources to best prepare for this upcoming assessment. MSDE 8th Grade MCAP Resources. 

Representatives 
Jim Rossi  
Social Studies Teacher/IB MYP Coordinator  
Washington County Public Schools 

Karla Wienhold  
Social Studies Teacher 
Harford County Public Schools 

 _______________________________________________________ 

New Jersey  

The New Jersey Council for the Social Studies held its Annual Conference for K-12 social studies 
teachers on Monday, October 21, 2019 at Rutgers University. The theme was “One Small Step for Man; One 
Giant Leap for Educators.” MSCSS Board Member Keri A. Giannotti presented on the topic, “We Were There 
Too: Women in the Vietnam Era.” For more information on the conference, visit www.njcss.org. 
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The New Jersey Historical Commission has compiled a website of resources for the 100th Anniversary 
of Women’s Suffrage and can be found here. In addition, the NJ Historical Commission was awarded a 
generous grant from the NJCSS for educational theatrical presentations in schools in commemoration of New 
Jersey’s active role in the 100th Anniversary of Women’s Suffrage. More information can be found here. 

New Jersey has become the second state in the nation after California to attempt a law that requires 
schools to teach about LGBT history. Under the measure, public schools must include lessons about the 
political, economic and social contributions of individuals who are gay and transgender, starting in the 
2020-2021 school year. In addition, the bill requires teaching about the contributions of individuals who are 
disabled. The bill was supported by Garden State Equality, which is seeking educators to contribute lesson 
plans this year in preparation for the mandate’s implementation. 

Representatives 
Keri A. Giannotti  
Social Studies Teacher  
Bloomfield Public Schools 

Laura Siegel 
Dean of Academic Assessment 
BelovEd Community Charter School 

_______________________________________________________ 

New York 
In June 2019, schools administered NYSED’s new Framework Global History & Geography Regents 

exam. NYSED released both the June and August exams and scoring guides. NYSED also released prototypes 
and task models for the new Framework U.S. History & Government exam. See this link for more 
information. Additionally, the work of the NYSED Civic Readiness Task Force continued through the 
summer. 

Representatives 
Lisa Kissinger 
Academic Administrator 
Shenendehowa Central School District 

Steve Goldberg 
Social Studies Consultant 
Hastings on Hudson, NY 

_______________________________________________________ 

Pennsylvania 
In August, the board members of the Pennsylvania Council for the Social Studies met at Freedoms 

Foundation in Valley Forge to plan for the organization’s 66th annual conference, which was held on October 
17-19, 2019 in Harrisburg. Not a member? Join for free here!  

Representatives 
Georgette Hackman  
Middle Level Social Studies Dept Chair  
Cocalico School District 

Nicole Roper 
Social Studies Teacher 
Chester Community Charter School 
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_______________________________________________________ 

Washington, D.C. 
DC Public Schools began the school year with great news: our test scores continue to rise. Students are 

showing continued growth for the fourth consecutive year through the Partnership for the Assessment of 
Readiness for College and Careers (PARCC) scores. DC Public Schools have also made a determination to 
ensure that every child feels challenged, loved and prepared to influence society in a positive manner and be 
able to thrive in life. With this commitment, DCPS are working to create a safe and secure environment of 
learning that supports the whole child and ensures that each student has access to joyful and rigorous 
academic experiences.  

Representatives 
Althea Smith  
Elementary Teacher  
District of Columbia Public Schools 

Paul Howard 
Social Studies Teacher 
District of Columbia Public Schools 
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A Short History of THE JOURNAL of the  
Middle States Council for the Social Studies 

David Pierfy  1

Professor Emeritus, Rider University 

With this issue the Middle States Council for 
the Social Studies re-institutes a service to members 
that is as old as the association itself. The council 
was founded in 1903 when its first conference was 
held at Columbia University in New York. The 
format for that conference included Friday afternoon 
meetings and a convocation followed by a dinner 
meeting with a speaker. Saturday included morning 
sessions and concluded with a luncheon address. 
Typically, each segment of the conference featured a 
speech or presentation by prominent historians who 
were association members or colleagues. The 
speeches usually emanated from current scholarly 
pursuits of college professors or important topics of 
the day concerning history, curriculum and teaching. 
It is interesting to note that former history professor 
Woodrow Wilson, then president of Princeton 
University, was invited to give a keynote address at 
the first meeting but he regretfully declined saying “I 
have ceased to be an historian, and have now 
become a man of business.” 

After the Columbia conference presenters 
submitted a copy, or a synopsis of their speeches 
which were printed for circulation to Council 
members. The initial conference proceedings were 
printed in an eight page booklet containing a brief 
review of history textbooks, suggestions for a course 
in local history, a paper on the Louisiana Purchase 
and remarks by the council president, Professor Lucy 
Maynard Salmon of Vassar College, outlining 
prospective council activities. The second edition, 
based on the 1904 conference at Philadelphia, 
circulated to 213 members, 170 educational 
institutions and 70 were sent to other educational 
journals. Throughout the history of MSCSS council 

publications have been mailed to individuals as a 
service to the membership.  

In the first twelve years the Proceedings 
included articles by five future presidents of the 
American Historical Association: Charles A. Beard, 
Charles Homer Haskins, Carlton J.H. Hayes, James 
Harvey Robinson and William Milligan Sloane. 
During the next two decades, Proceedings 
publications featured pieces by five presidents of the 
National Council for the Social Studies: Edgar 
Dawson, J. Montgomery Gambrill, W. G. Kimmell, 
A. C. Kray and Leon C. Marshall. The authors of 
widely adopted history textbooks (Harry J. Carman, 
Henry Steele Commager and David S. Muzzey) 
submitted articles for the Proceedings. as well as 
three winners of the the Pulitzer Prize for History: 
Roy Franklin Nichols, Charles McLean Andrews and 
Merle Curti. Articles usually addressed issues of 
interest to college history professors and high school 
teachers; occasionally dealing with history at the 
elementary school level. 

Since most speakers came with prepared 
remarks, it was relatively easy to collect manuscripts 
for inclusion in the annual publication. Also, the 
Council began supporting the formation of local 
conferences in cities throughout the region. And 
Middle States began presenting conferences twice 
each year. The spring meeting included history 
education presentations, committee reports, council 
business meeting minutes and election of officers. 
The fall meetings, usually during the Friday and 
Saturday after Thanksgiving piggy-backed with 
meetings of the Middle States Association of 
Colleges and Preparatory Schools, the organization 

 Dr. Pierfy served as MSCSS President 1978-1980.1
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that conducted accreditation of private and public 
schools in the region. Sessions at all these meetings 
were introduced by a chairperson who often 
followed the speeches with a rejoinder or a different 
perspective on the topic at hand. Some speeches 
were circulated prior to the conference to a panel that 
came prepared to discuss the topics as they 
concerned college, secondary and elementary levels. 
The Proceedings often included the keynote 
addresses, as well as reactions to the speech, 
sometimes even including notes from the question-
and-answer session that often followed a speech. 
Editors of the Proceedings had a rich treasure trove 
to draw from. 

The Friday-Saturday format continued into the 
1970s. At that point membership had decreased. For 
many reasons attendance at the conference dwindled 
so the annual meeting was reduced to a one-day 
affair. Fewer sessions meant it was harder to 
assemble a publication. 

Also, during the 1970s there was a change in 
the nature of conference break-out sessions. Instead 
of lectures for the professoriate, presentations were 
being geared to pre-college teachers. Instead of 
delivering a lecture, presenters involved attendees by 
having them role-play as classroom students. Session 
leaders demonstrated how to run a simulation game, 
or conduct a game-show type of class review. Some 
even reproduced lessons from the federally funded 
“new social studies” projects that were developing 
curriculum for elementary and secondary schools at 
universities nationwide. Discussion techniques were 
modeled. Audience interaction and participation was 
expected. 

Attempts were made to capture the essence of 
the new session formats through audio-tape to 
transcribe and describe what happened at conference 
meetings. This proved to be a difficult and time-
consuming task. Instead of an annual publication, the 
Council was content to produce periodic issues. 
Some did not see publication until more than a year 
after the conference. The last Proceedings was 

published in late fall 1977 after the 74th Annual 
Meeting held at Rider College on April 30.  

In 1978 the Council agreed to expand the 
scope of its publication. Instead of simply providing 
a printed version of what happened at the annual 
meeting, the council endeavored to produce a journal 
comprised of submitted manuscripts. The first issue 
of the newly christened JOURNAL was 40 pages in 
length and contained seven articles. The first editor 
was Professor Victor W. Shapiro of Brooklyn 
College and he moved to establish THE JOURNAL 
as a refereed publication. THE JOURNAL, in the 
same format, length and editorial policy was 
published annually until Fall, 1994 when Volume 15 
was issued. Chronologically, subsequent editors were 
David A. Pierfy and Albert Nissman of Rider 
College, Rodger C. Henderson and David Warren 
Saxe of Pennsylvania State University, Fred Savitz 
of Neumann College and Catherine A. Gatewood of 
Lock Haven State University.  

In 1995 the publication changed its name to 
YEARBOOK. Yearbooks were issued in 1996, 1998, 
2000 and 2001. The first three centered on the 
national and state standards that were being 
developed in social studies, history and the social 
sciences. The YEARBOOK issues ranged from 80 to 
160 pages long and since they were collections of 
sixteen different sets of curriculum standards, these 
publications were much in demand.  

By Fall/Winter, 2003/2004 a new editor 
assumed command, published one issue also titled 
THE JOURNAL and designated it as Number 1. No 
new journals were issued until Fall/Winter 
2009-2010 and again this one was called the 
JOURNAL, edition Number 1. Of late the Council 
has been hard-pressed to find individuals who are 
willing to do the hard labor associated with 
editorship.  

Nonetheless, Middle States Council 
publications have a long and illustrious history. 
Copies of each periodical as well as other historical 
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documents of the Council are housed in the Archives 
Division of the University of Delaware Library at 

Newark. This year marks a welcomed return of the 
MSCSS JOURNAL.  

_______________________________________________________ 

Question, Critique, Change: Educating Citizens through 
Critical Inquiry in Social Studies 

Lindsay Bell McCrea  2

District of Columbia Public Schools 

For a democracy to thrive, all citizens must be 
prepared with strong civic knowledge, skills, and 
dispositions. Schools, through social studies and 
civic education, bear the responsibility for teaching 
young citizens how to engage in their democracy 
through questioning those in power, critiquing their 
actions, and working to make change in their 
community. Social studies courses uniquely feature 
content and phenomena that directly pertain to 
understanding how history is created and how 
society functions today (Dewey, 1916; Friedman, 
1982). Since the introduction of the College, Career, 
and Civic Life (C3) Framework in 2013 (NCSS), 
inquiry has taken root as a pedagogy in social studies 
classrooms across the nation (NCSS, 2018). When 
inquiry is infused with critical pedagogy, social 
studies classrooms become a place where students 
learn to disrupt systems of oppression through asking 
questions, understanding multiple perspectives, 
analyzing past actions and their repercussions, and 
developing civic engagement skills through planning 
for and taking informed action.  

Social studies with a critical inquiry approach 
pushes students to question, critique, and ultimately, 
change their world. To prepare students to advocate 
for democracy, justice, and equality, social studies 
must have a critical lens that questions the normalcy 
of injustice, explores the roots and causes of 

injustice, evaluates ways to make change, and 
engages in authentic experiences of civic action. 
These skills, which are traditionally categorized with 
critical pedagogy or social justice education, meet 
the goals of social studies and democratic education 
head on. In this article, I explore the relationship 
between critical pedagogy and inquiry within social 
studies instruction. Through critical inquiry, social 
studies curriculum and instruction can provide 
students with the education and opportunities to fully 
participate in the pursuit of justice and equality. 

What is Critical Inquiry in Social Studies?  

Critical inquiry consists of the marrying of 
two instructional methods: inquiry and critical 
pedagogy. Inquiry is generally defined as an 
instructional method in which students pose or are 
presented with questions, seek answers by collecting 
information, and communicate their conclusions as 
evidence of their learning (e.g., Banchi & Bell, 2008; 
Billman, 2008; NCSS, 2013; Whitlock, 2015). 
Inquiry has its origins in social-constructivist 
theories as far back as John Dewey (1916). Indeed, 
Dewey expressed the importance of using inquiry 
methods to study history specifically, rather than 
memorization, to better understand social 
phenomena and contemporary issues. Critical 
inquiry in social studies (CISS) is a pedagogical 
framework that supports using inquiry as a vehicle 

 Lindsay.mccrea@k12.dc.gov2
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for critical pedagogy through social studies content 
and disciplinary skills. 

Inquiry is not a new phenomenon in the social 
studies landscape, but was crystalized with the 
introduction of the C3 Framework in 2013. The four 
dimensions of the C3 Framework provide structure 
to the inquiry process aligned with five key 
instructional shifts: (1) craft questions that spark and 
sustain an inquiry, (2) cultivate and nurture 
collaborative civic spaces, (3) integrate content and 
skills purposefully, (4) promote literacy practices and 
outcomes, and (5) provide tangible opportunities for 
taking informed action. These instructional shifts not 
only reference the kinds of academic skills that 
students should be developing through social studies, 
but also the dispositions that accompany civic 
education, many of which overlap with educating for 
social justice.  

Critical theory questions structures of race and 
inequity, explores dynamics of oppression and 
power, and advocates for the dismantling of 
structural inequities (e.g., Crowley & King, 2018; 
Ladson-Billings, 2003; Taylor, 2015). Critical 
pedagogy, then, applies critical theory to teaching 
and learning to provide equity to students who are 
oppressed by such systems, incorporating methods 
and content to disrupt these systems through 
schooling (Freire, 1970). Critical pedagogy draws on 
multiple perspectives to encourage students to 
question their world and analyze ways others have 
tried to change inequitable systems in order to 
empower students to take action and advocate for 
change in their own contexts (Crowley & King, 
2018; Hackman, 2005; Ladson-Billings, 2003). 
Indeed, the definitions of critical pedagogy and the 
instructional shifts of the C3 Framework seem to be 
inextricably intertwined.  

The instructional practices of inquiry and 
critical pedagogy naturally lend themselves to the 
content and skills pursued by social studies. Critical 
pedagogy in conjunction with inquiry equips 
students with the skills and knowledge to become 

engaged citizens through social studies. Both 
strategies, when situated in social studies instruction, 
can be organized into asking questions, exploring 
multiple perspectives to construct narratives, and 
advocacy and activism through civic participation. 
These practices have been proven to have 
widespread benefits for students’ development into 
engaged and active citizens (e.g., de los Rios, Lopez, 
& Morrell, 2015; LeCompte & Blevins, 2015; 
Levinson, 2009; Piazzo, Rao, & Protacio, 2015). 

A Framework for CISS 

The skills promoted by critical pedagogy and 
social justice education overlap with the skills 
promoted by social studies inquiry, demonstrating 
how each method can support the goals of the other 
(see Figure 1). The essence of inquiry is questioning, 
and questioning structures of power is likewise vital 
to critical pedagogy. Thus, critical questioning 
(Chandler & Hawley, 2017) helps students examine 
issues of race and power, supporting a critical social 
studies experience (Crowley & King, 2018; Ladson-
Billings, 2003). Such inquiries are argumentative, 
question long-held notions of power structures, and 
speak to values and morals, empowering students to 
explore content and determine the nature of issues 
and potential for action (Crowley & King, 2018). 

The next step in the inquiry process is to 
analyze a variety of sources of information to draw a 
conclusion; in social studies, this means drawing on 
“historical thinking skills” such as sourcing 
documents, contextualizing primary sources, and 
corroborating evidence (Wineburg, 2001). To infuse 
critical pedagogy in this step, teachers should select 
texts from diverse perspectives (Hackman, 2005) to 
serve as the basis of students’ inquiry. Combined, 
students will gain a more complete understanding of 
the event or issue and be able to think critically 
about their own context. As students develop a 
critical lens through examining examples of change 
within society (Hackman, 2005), they are able to 
“identify and challenge master narratives that 
legitimate systems of oppression and power” through 
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social studies (Crowley & King, 2018, p. 15). 
Additionally, students are exposed to the 
perspectives of marginalized peoples, which helps to 
promote equity within schools and society by 
changing the perspectives of all students (Leonardo 
& Grubb, 2013).  

Figure 1. Hackman’s (2005) framework for social justice 
education aligns with the methods of inquiry promoted by the 
C3 Framework (NCSS, 2013). The above figure demonstrates 
the overlapping and symbiotic relationship between inquiry and 
critical pedagogy through social studies. 

The inquiry process in social studies is unique 
in that the conclusion of the inquiry process is 
activism and civic participation (NCSS, 2013). 
Critical pedagogy is inherently situated in activism, 
as students are taught skills with the intent of social 
change to interrupt injustices (Hackman, 2005; 
Tyson, 2003), and therefore a natural fit with inquiry 
in social studies. Through CISS, students not only 
consider the roots of injustice, but also encourage 
ways to solve, prevent, or counteract injustice 
through civic action, which provides students with a 
more complete understanding of how social issues 
arise and what people in a democracy can do about 
them (Crowley & King, 2018; Hackman, 2005; 
Young & Miner, 2015). To complete their learning 
experience and promote the learning outcomes of 
civic skills and dispositions, students must apply 
their social studies knowledge to their own context 
by taking action. In order to develop citizenship 
skills, students must be provided with opportunities 
for such action.  

Critical Inquiry in Action 

Critical pedagogy does not necessitate an 
inquiry-based approach, where students would drive 
their learning through gathering evidence and 
drawing a conclusion, nor does inquiry imply that 
students take a critical approach. A critical inquiry 
approach specifically considers issues of power, 
oppression, and resistance from multiple 
perspectives within the process of asking questions, 
gathering evidence, and drawing conclusions. For 
example, the same Compelling Question can be used 
with or without a critical approach, but the addition 
of critical pedagogy to inquiry pushes students to 
examine a topic from multiple perspectives and 
evaluate the lasting impact of an event on their world 
today (see Appendix A). In practice, there are myriad 
opportunities for integrating a critical approach 
within the inquiry process, from how the overall unit 
is structured (see Appendix B) to specific probing 
questions that can be implemented in each lesson 
(see Appendix C).  

Potential Benefits of CISS 

 Critical inquiry in social studies has the 
advantage of combining two effective instructional 
methods, and therefore has the potential for 
numerous beneficial outcomes in student knowledge, 
skills, and dispositions. Research around the 
outcomes of inquiry methods in social studies 
demonstrates positive outcomes in students’:  

• Understanding of content and concepts (LeCompte 
& Blevins, 2015; Reisman, 2012) from multiple 
perspectives (Chandler & Hawley, 2017) 

• Depth of knowledge (Alongi, Heddy, & Sinatra, 
2016; Rone, 2008, Wineburg, 2001) 

• Historical thinking skills, such as sourcing, 
corroboration, and contextualization (Wineburg, 
2001) 

• Literacy skills such as writing (Pang, 2016; Wright 
& Endacott, 2015) and reading comprehension 
(Ness, 2016; Reisman, 2012) 
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• Long-term civic engagement (LeCompte & 
Blevins, 2015) 

• Self-efficacy, autonomy, and self-confidence (Bean 
& Dunkerly-Bean, 2016; de los Rios, Lopez, & 
Morrell, 2015; Flynn, 2012; Freire, 1970; 
LeCompte & Blevins, 2015; Whitlock, 2015) 

This approach inherently supports students’ 
civic engagement and navigation of social and civic 
issues. Students of all backgrounds are exposed each 
day to acts of oppression by people and institutions 
in power, and thus need a critical lens to develop 
democratic citizenship skills (Howard, 2003). By 
encouraging students to question and critique issues 
in their community and context, students are able to 
question systems of power more openly, more 
critically, and more often (Chandler & Hawley, 
2017; Crowley & King, 2018; Ness, 2016). By 
taking informed action in their communities as a 
conclusion to inquiry, students are able to internalize 
and make relevant civic and historical issues, as well 
as apply their critical analysis skills to their own 
community (Bean & Dunkerly-Bean, 2016; de los 
Rios, Lopez, & Morrell, 2015; LeCompte & Blevins, 
2015).  

A primary responsibility of social studies 
courses is to teach students how to be active and 
engaged citizens. This includes basic citizenship 
skills, such as voting and legislative procedure, but 
should also include a critical understanding of the 
functioning of democracy to empower them to 
advocate for social change (Ladson-Billings, 2003; 
NCSS, 2018). Similarly, engaging students in 
controversial discussions in social studies classes 
allows students a safe space to practice civic 
discourse (Alongi, Heddy, & Sinatra, 2016; de los 
Rios, Lopez, & Morrell, 2015; Flynn, 2012; NCSS, 
2018). Thus, because critical inquiry supports civic 
discourse, CISS supports the understanding of 
democratic processes (Crowley & King, 2018; 
Ladson-Billings, 2003). This allows students to 
evaluate strategies for taking action in society 
(Hackman, 2005), which they can then apply and 

reflect on through their own experiences in civic 
participation. 

Social Justice through Social Studies 

At its core, CISS aims to disrupt inequities 
that have been reinforced through traditional 
narratives in social studies classes by encouraging 
students to identify injustices and investigate their 
causes. Besides serving as a vehicle for these 
concepts and content, CISS can be used to support 
academic, social-emotional, and civic outcomes 
particularly for diverse groups of students. Critical 
pedagogy supports the learning of all students, but 
affords particular benefits to students of color by 
promoting social justice and anti-racist pedagogy 
(Chandler & Hawley, 2017; de los Rios, Lopez, & 
Morrell, 2015; Ladson-Billings, 2003; Leonardo & 
Grubb, 2013; Tyson, 2003). Westheimer & Kahne 
(2004) studied the impact of civic action on high 
school students in a West Coast school that was 
socioeconomically, linguistically, and ethnically 
diverse, with forty percent of students living in 
public housing. The study found that when students 
pursued justice-oriented community action projects, 
they felt greater civic agency and power to make 
change.  

Additionally, inquiry intersects with strategies 
proven to promote academic outcomes for English 
learners (ELs), students who are socially and 
culturally diverse, and students with learning 
differences. In their meta-analysis of ten studies of 
culturally responsive literacy practices, Piazza, Rao, 
and Protacio (2015) found positive impacts of such 
practices, as would be included in a critical inquiry 
approach, for students with learning disabilities, ELs, 
and socioculturally diverse learners across the skills 
of collaboration, dialogue, visual representation, 
explicit instruction, and inquiry. Pang (2016) found 
that inquiry further supported the writing skills of 
ELs in addition to their content knowledge.  

In sum, a critical perspective on social studies 
phenomena through inquiry practices benefits the 
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knowledge, skills, and dispositions of all students, 
promoting the development of critically-thinking and 
engaged citizens and supporting teaching for social 
justice. This is particularly true for students of color 
(Flynn, 2012), who are traditionally marginalized by 
social studies content (Crowley & King, 2017; 
Ladson-Billings, 2003). As students participate 
civically, these skills are reinforced (Bean & 
Dunkerly-Bean, 2016). When students 
simultaneously develop skills and knowledge, it can 
have a liberating effect (Freire, 1970), which 
completes the “civic trinity” of learning knowledge, 
skills, and dispositions through CISS. CISS not only 
contributes to the learning of diverse students, but 
also to the critical perspective of students from 
dominant groups, which ultimately supports the 
missions of democratic and social justice education 
(Davis & Steyn, 2012; Leonardo & Grubb, 2013). 

Conclusion 

The tools of critical inquiry, when employed 
in social studies curriculum and instruction, can be 
powerful change agents in encouraging students to 
ask questions about people and institutions in power, 
critique oppressive and unjust systems, and plan for 
taking action to change their community and their 
world. As social studies educators, we bear the 
responsibility for preparing the next generation of 
citizens and instilling democratic principles of 
inquiry, agency, and activism in order to secure a 
more perfect, more equal, and more just union. 
Students cannot be expected to develop these skills 
without explicit practice, which are at home in social 
studies spaces, as embodied by the framework of 
CISS. We must provide opportunities for students to 
engage critically with their history and their world in 
order to prepare them for real social change. 
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Appendices 

Appendix A: Critical inquiry in action.  
The table compares a hypothetical unit on World War II using inquiry without and with a critical approach.  

Appendix B: Components of Critical Inquiry in Social Studies 

Inquiry Critical Inquiry

Compelling Question
How does war change a nation? How does war change a nation?

Disciplinary Tools, 
Content Mastery

Primary Sources (speeches from 
Hitler, Roosevelt, Truman; 
Photographs of the Yalta and 
Potsdam conferences, etc.)

Economic statistics comparing the 
U.S., France, Germany, Britain, 
Japan, and U.S.S.R. before, during, 
and after World War II

Maps and demographic statistics 
before and after the war

Primary Sources (first-hand accounts of 
Japanese internment, segregation of the 
military, Navajo code breakers; 
Executive Order 9066; etc.)

Economic and employment statistics by 
race and ethnic group before and after 
the war 

Maps and demographic statistics by 
race and ethnic group before and after 
the war, examining “white flight” and 
redlining

Evaluating Sources & 
Critical Analysis

Students evaluate the Compelling 
Question through the lens of each 
major nation, using evidence to 
analyze how each nation was 
changed by the war.

Students read and analyze excerpts 
from Korematsu v. United States or 
Executive Order 9981 (military 
desegregation) to analyze the actions 
that people took to address injustices 
brought to the forefront during the war.

Communicating 
Conclusions & 
Taking Informed 
Action

Essay prompt: How does war 
change a nation? Write an essay in 
which you identify significant changes 
that a country experiences due to war, 
weigh the positive and negative 
effects of such changes, and draw 
conclusions about the overall positive 
or negative outcomes of World War II 
for the United States.

Essay prompt: How does war change a 
nation? Write an essay in which you 
identify key changes that the United 
States experienced on the home front 
during World War II, evaluate whether or 
not those changes were positive or 
negative, and draw conclusions about 
the short- and long-term effects of World 
War II on the United States.
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Opportunities for 
Social Justice in a 

C3 Inquiry 
Dimension 1:  

• Power of the word “should”: Allows students to take a position and be critical (Should 
D.C. be a state? How should a government treat its people? When should a president 
be impeached?)  

• Use Compelling Questions to turn a common phrase or concept on its head (Ex: Were 
the enlightened leaders truly enlightened? Does progress help everyone? Who 
protects freedom better, the people or the government?) 

• Allow students to ask their own questions to drive their inquiry (Recommended: 
Question Formulation Technique (QFT) by the Right Question Institute) 

Dimension 2:  
• Use sources from a variety of perspectives and ask questions analyzing perspective 

and power with texts 
• Use sourcing activities to compare different perspectives of an event  
• Incorporate a variety of topics – standards can be wide open or very narrow; plan for 

these crucial connections 
• Practice predicting long- and short-term effects on different groups of people (role 

playing, simulations, etc.) 
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Dimension 3:  
• Provide students with examples of people who took informed action relevant to your 

course content and explicitly note these efforts (What were they trying to change? 
Why were they or were they not successful? How might this have gone differently in 
another time or place?) 

• Engage students in conversation about issues, problem solving, and argumentation and 
rhetoric (role playing and simulations, allowing scenarios to play out)  

• Make authentic connections to the present through skills and activism  
• Foster a culture of student voice, respect, and questioning  

Dimension 4:  
• Authentic opportunities can be found at the local, regional, national, and global level – 

History repeats itself! Skills learned through exploring the past can be applied to the 
present.  

• Empower students to dare to question, critique, and act within their context – 
Encourage them that they are right to question what they do not understand or what 
they find unjust or unfair 

Allow students time to reflect on and process their learning after experiences where they have 
taken action or learned about tools for change 

Appendix C: Critical Inquiry Probing Question Stems 

Questions for taking/experiencing perspectives:  
•How did the context of [this period] impact [the actions of] _____?  
•What was the experience of [X group] during [this time] as demonstrated by _____? 
•How does the experience of [X group] during [this time] compare to today?  
•How does the experience of [X group] during [this time] compare to that of [Y group]? 
•If you were in ____’s position, what would you be [feeling/thinking]? What would you do? 
How would you react to [X event]?  
•How much power did ____ have in this situation? Why?  
•Should _____ have [taken X action]? Why or why not?  

Questions for analyzing power:  
•How much power did ____ have in this situation? Why?  
•Who had power in [this situation]? Why?  
•Who was powerless in [this situation]? Why? What prevented them from obtaining power?  
•How did the power dynamics of _____ shift during [this time]? What actions or events 
contributed to this shift?  
•How did _____ demonstrate power in [this scenario]? 
•What kinds of oppression were present during [this time]? What evidence is there of this?  
•What was the power structure of [this time and society] like? What evidence is there of this?  
•How does the power dynamics of [X time period] compare to [today]?  
•How did the power dynamics of [this context] impact the choices available to _____?  
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•Who was privileged during this time? How did that impact the choices they had [in X 
scenario]? 
•How did [the government/other institutions] [support/oppress] [X group]?  
•What was the long-term impact of [the government]’s policies towards [X group]? What 
consequences would this have on future generations?  
•How did [X action] impact [Y group]? [Z group]? Why would their experiences [be similar/
different]? 

Questions for analyzing change:  
•What were the goals of _____ in [taking X action]? 
•What motivated _____ to [take X action]?  
•Why did ____ choose to [take X action] instead of [y action]? 
•What were the outcomes of [taking X action] on _____? How did that [help them reach 
their goals/prevent them from reaching their goals]? 
•How could _____ have been more successful? What prevented them from reaching their 
goals in [their historical context]? 
•Should _____ have [taken X action]? Why or why not?  
•Was [the government/other institutions in power] right to [take X action]? Why or why not?  

Questions for analyzing resistance:  
•How did _____ demonstrate resistance against _____?  
•What was the impact of ______’s resistance?  
•Why did ______ choose to [take X action] under these circumstances?  
•What other alternatives did _____ have to demonstrate resistance?  
•Should _____ have [taken X action]? Why or why not?  

Questions for reflection:  
•What lessons can be learned from ____’s experience?  
•How does _____’s experience compare to [your own community/context]?  
•What problems still exist today that stem from _____? What actions can be taken to address 
this injustice?  
•How can you advocate for change to solve [X issue] in our [community/society]? 
•What parallels can you draw between [X time period] and [Y issue] today?  
•How should _____ be remembered?  

How do you feel about _____’s actions in [this context]? Do you think they were right to do what 
they did?  

_______________________________________________________ 
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Using Visual Sets to Open Inquiry on the Holocaust 
Alexander Pope  & Diana Wagner  3 4

Salisbury University 

Introduction 

The College, Career, and Civic Life 
Framework (C3) calls upon educators to implement a 
new paradigm for planning and delivering social 
studies instruction. One of the foundational shifts 
accompanying this new framework involves the 
move away from planning for individual class 
periods and towards extended inquiry. The new 
curricular design frameworks focus on content and 
skills in the context of structured inquiries that 
enable exploration rather than coverage, and that 
adequately respond to students’ prior knowledge.  

Educators may struggle with this distinction, 
holding to a traditional focus on designing lessons 
that fit snugly within a 40-90 minute block. This 
adherence is perfectly reasonable; schools continue 
to follow a rigid bell schedule and other concerns, 
such as testing, mean that students still need to 
“cover” certain material. However, the potential of 
the C3 Framework to deconstruct instructional 
planning and explore big questions over extended 
periods of time warrants greater attention. 

Through our regular classroom teaching with 
pre- and in-service teachers and summer professional 
development seminars for practicing teachers, we 
use the Holocaust as an opportunity to demonstrate 
the potential for inquiry-based curriculum design. 
We have found that the activity in this paper offers a 
chance to model the opening of an inquiry related to 
a compelling question: “How did the Holocaust 
happen?” 

In the activity described in this article, we use 
primary source material to engage learners in an 
activity that can fit neatly within an inquiry on the 

Holocaust or—with different source material—any 
other content area. The activity focuses around a 
compelling question, uses various source materials, 
and results in teachers (or students) sharing their 
current understanding of the Holocaust. We find that 
this successfully models the four dimensions of the 
Inquiry Arc, with particular relevance to staging a 
compelling question. 

Visual Representations of Holocaust 
Understanding 

Asking students to create a picture 
demonstrating their understanding is a fairly 
common practice. Creating a pictorial collage of the 
Holocaust is not so commonplace, but creates a vivid 
starting point for intensive learning that examines 
“where” students are in their own understanding. We 
agree with the United States Holocaust Memorial 
Museum (2019) that “all learners bring preconceived 
notions about the Holocaust” to their classrooms, 
and that “it is important to know these 
preconceptions so [teachers] can create lessons that 
move the students from the simple to the complex 
and encourage an understanding of not only what 
happened, but also how and why the Holocaust 
happened.” 

Crane (2008) and others have reminded us that 
the subjects of Holocaust photography were almost 
never “willing subjects” (p. 329). And so introducing 
photographic activities to teachers and students 
should cause them to consider that they are looking 
through the perpetrator’s or bystander’s lens—unable
—if not unwilling—to help. Additionally, exposure 
to the photographic history plays a role in shaping 
the knowledge and memories that people hold about 
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the Holocaust (p. 330). The effects of this 
photographic exposure are not new. Sackett (2006) 
reminds us that the camera lens is neutral in its 
capacity for empathy and that camera angles shape 
the meaning and create the implications of Holocaust 
photography.  

Such was the case when Gerhard Schoenberner 
published Der gelbe Stern, the first folio of 
Holocaust atrocity photos in 1960. The early 
appearance of this book created what Sackett calls 
“West Germany’s public culture of memory and 
mourning” (p. 531). Introducing photographic 
activities into Holocaust instruction necessarily 
creates a classroom culture of memory and mourning 
as well. Chaitin and Steinberg explore this idea 
through an extensive literature review in their 2014 
work on social and collective memory of trauma. 
The juncture of historical Holocaust photographs 
into modern Holocaust education propels this history 
into the social media age, where we have a “surplus 
of imagery and capability of viewing” it so that the 
history takes on a real-time element (Morrison, 2009, 
p. 64). Learners not only have digital access to the 
photograph sets used in classrooms, but they have 
access to thousands more through online databases. 
The narratives and memories created by these 
photographs, therefore, shape the understanding of 
what we learn and teach about the Holocaust. 

In the following sections we review a 
classroom activity that asks learners to create and 
share narratives using primary source photographs. 
The lessons from these narratives are then explored, 
and we close with suggestions for how educators can 
leverage the activity in other ways. 

Classroom Activity 

 The Maryland Holocaust Educators Network 
gathers 20 P-16 educators each summer for an 
intensive one-week institute on teaching the 
Holocaust and social justice. We open our seminar 
with a photo activity from the United States 
Holocaust Memorial Museum. The activity includes 

30 black-and-white photographs from 1933-1945, 
spanning the years most commonly associated with 
the Holocaust. Images depict a range of events from 
the mundane to the horrific, from the well-known to 
the obscure. The photo sets and associated materials 
(e.g., discussion prompts) are available for free 
download (USHMM 2019a; USHMM, 2019b).  

In groups of 3-4, participants review the 
images for patterns. Teachers must collaborate in 
their group to create a six-frame photo collage that 
represents their understanding of the Holocaust. 
They have 30 minutes to identify six images that 
they believe tell an important story of the Holocaust, 
organize those images into a logical presentation, 
and prepare an oral presentation for the rest of the 
class. We provide large post-it notes for groups to 
organize their photos. Groups can annotate the 
images or their post-it notes to title their set, explain 
things like movement, or to connect images to each 
other. Because all of the groups work from the same 
set of photographs, they often select one or two of 
the same pictures.  

Such a task is simultaneously intriguing and 
perilous. For one, it offers an opportunity to see what 
teachers think and believe about the Holocaust while 
shaping the belief perceptions of their activity 
partners. The photo set may plant ideas of the 
Holocaust that teachers hadn’t thought of before 
(Chaitin, & Steinberg, 2014). Conversely, the photo 
set is limiting because it constrains the visual and, 
therefore, the historical choices teachers can make 
while also presenting personal and ethical 
considerations. For instance, the photo set inherently 
limits the number and types of images that students 
can work with. The extent to which students identify 
such limitations offers another opportunity for 
teachers to highlight ways of working with these 
materials. In the next section we examine important 
lessons that emerge from the activity. 
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Learning from Visual Sets 

We include visuals from four sample visual 
sets. Having conducted these activities with 
numerous cohorts in our summer seminar, in K-12 
schools, and at conferences, we argue that these sets 
are representative of the types of work generated 
during the activity. Hence, they are broadly 
representative of how people might use the visual 
sets to demonstrate their preconceived understanding 
of the Holocaust. Resulting presentations are 
thematic almost by necessity, as learners work to 
identify patterns and give a formal title to their work. 

 In organizing their photo sets, learners will use 
one of four organizing principles. Visual sets will 
either be presented in ways that seek to provide an 
overview of the entire time period (1933-1945), or 
will focus on a particular theme within a smaller 
sliver of time. Visual sets highlight the extent to 
which the Holocaust represented a departure from 
“normal” or “good” life. Visual sets will call 
attention to atrocities that occurred during the 
Holocaust. Finally, visual sets will frequently end 
with the concentration camps. 

With these tendencies in mind, a teacher can 
use this activity as quick student-led pre-assessment 
of knowledge, assumptions, and understanding of the 
Holocaust. Knowing what patterns are likely to 
emerge will allow a teacher to prepare responsive 
instruction to build on students’ existing 
understandings. Based on more than 50 visual sets 
created in different settings, we have identified a 
familiar set of recurring themes. We report those 
themes here, so that readers may enter the activity 
more prepared. 

Timeline vs. Snapshot  

In perhaps the most common juxtaposition in 
understanding the Holocaust, students will generate 
photo sets that either follow chronological 
progressions or that demonstrate a thematic 
understanding. In chronological presentations, 
students use the photographs to tell “the history” of 

the Holocaust. Often, this involves starting with life 
before the Holocaust, incorporating images that 
represent events during the Holocaust, and 
culminating with images of liberation or other 
concluding events.  

In one example of this chronological 
presentation, a group used images to depict life from 
before World War 2, through the Holocaust, and 
culminating with liberation.  

This group presents a direct chronological 
understanding of 
the Holocaust, 
using images of 
daily life, 
discrimination, 
groupthink, 
imprisonment, 
and camp 
liberation. Their 
chosen liberation 
scene highlights 
the atrocities that 
Allied soldiers 
witnessed at the 
camps and 
elsewhere. As with other chronological 
presentations, there is little attention to the context of 
life before or after the war. We can also notice that 
the group jumps 10 years in their presentation, from 
1935 to 1945; they omit some of the most important 
events at the center of Germany’s establishment and 
implementation of the Final Solution. Thus, this 
presentation of the Holocaust becomes a time-lapse 
of sorts, and creates an opening for extended inquiry. 
The supplemental question to ask becomes, “What is 
happening within the time lapse?” 

Students may choose to organize their photo 
sets into themes. A thematic orientation identifies a 
common thread among certain images that tell “the 
story” of the Holocaust. Stories can address certain 
groups (e.g., children), events (e.g., atrocity), or even 
concepts (e.g., complicity). It is important to note 
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that thematic representations are not necessarily 
more complex or accurate than chronological 
representations. It is also important to note that 
within a given theme, students may still present a 
chronological progression. 

For instance, in a photo set they titled 
“Innocence Lost” one group decided to address a 
thematic chronology of children’s experience during 
the Holocaust.  

This representation 
begins from a 
simplification of 
pre-war life: 
children playing in 
the snow. From 
there, a series of 
five photographs 
involving young 
people moves the 
viewer through 
specific acts of 
discrimination, 
social chaos, and 
resulting negative 

consequences. As mentioned, the necessarily limited 
nature of the available photographs does constrict the 
possible choices; however, groups would be 
welcome to point out those limitations in their 
presentation or to avoid them altogether by 
developing a different presentation. When groups fail 
to make those steps, the teacher has additional 
opportunities for discussions about working with 
these sources. 

This photo narrative leaves no room for the 
stories of rescue or resistance and, thus, suggests an 
inevitability, a loss of individual choices, and a 
certain demise. This narrative offers an opportunity 
to talk about the roles of individuals within the broad 
scope of events. Not limited to the Holocaust, it is 
important for students to identify points of choice, 
agency, and action when exploring human rights. 
Such points reinforce ideas that individuals can be 

complicit. Approached from a perspective of rescue 
or resistance, attention to the individual shows how 
community members can act as upstanders. To 
extend a conversation on this point, we would follow 
up with a supplemental question such as “Can 
innocence be regained?” Such a question can lead to 
investigations of remembrance and forgiveness, two 
prominent concepts in Holocaust studies. 

Contrasting the Holocaust with a 
Decontextualized “Good Life” 

Students and teachers often treat the Holocaust 
as a unique event in the history of the world. This 
sense that the Holocaust as unique often emerges as 
students highlight and potentially overstate the 
extent to which these events broke normal life in 
Germany during the 1930s and 1940s. In a 
representative set of this stance, a group used 
photographs to explore a chronological progression. 

This set 
begins with an 
image of “Normal” 
life before the war. 
This 
oversimplifies 
the realities of 
life in 
Germany 
around the 
Weimar Republic, 
and removes 
attention to 
important historical 
context. From there, five images form a circle. We 
see scenes of hunger, imprisonment, and death. From 
this presentation, we can form supplemental 
questions such as “Progress for whom?” 

Concluding with an image of prisoners’ shoes, 
we are left with an overwhelming sense of loss. This 
group presents the Holocaust as a clean and 
methodical—though terrible—movement through 
specific discrete stages. With no images of life after 
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the killings, we are left to presume that none 
survived, or perhaps that the world had continued in 
that final state of sadness and death. This seems to 
fetishize death in the way that Elie Wiesel and others 
warn against.  

Role of Atrocity 

Much of what people implicitly know about the 
Holocaust comes from images of atrocity. 
Inextricably linked with visuals of camps, train cars, 
barbed wire, and poor living conditions, the 
Holocaust often conjures such images of suffering. 
In presenting their understandings through image 
sets, students may focus on the enormity of events 
and emotions surrounding the Holocaust. Within this 
theme we see general chronology.  

Attention to atrocity can be useful in predicting 
a general alignment with stages of genocide, offering 
an opportunity to integrate that specific framework 
over their existing schema. Interestingly, this 
example also predicts a relationship with Holocaust 
denial. This group reminded the class that questions 
about the Holocaust did not end with liberation. 
Much of Holocaust study and presentation must 
unfortunately address ongoing denial, from 
individuals, groups, or countries. The USHMM, for 
example, provides an overwhelming message that 
these events really did happen. Questions of denial 
offer an excellent opportunity to investigate “never 
again” and to integrate contemporary examples of 
anti-Semitism specifically or ongoing hatred 
generally. A direct question such as “Why would 
people pretend this did not happen?” can lead to 
deep conversations about the relevance of the 
historical record in contemporary society. 

Concluding in Camps 

The last common theme that we see across 
photo set activities highlights a tendency to end our 
understanding of the Holocaust in concentration and 
death camps. “How ‘Normal’ Changes” explores the 
idea of normalcy shifting over time. In doing so, it 
implicitly asks us to think about the normalization of 

atrocity as a gradual progression. One natural 
supplemental question from this presentation, “What 
are the steps towards injustice?” can engage students 
in a review of the connection between everyday 
actions such as bullying and more systematic 
persecution. 

The photo set begins with a bucolic photo of 
Jewish children playing in 1925 Berlin. This follows 
with SA blockading a Jewish store in 1933. We then 
fast forward nearly 10 years to the heart-wrenching 
image of starving children in the Warsaw ghetto. The 
progression moves from suffering children to the 
suffering prisoners of Buchenwald. The next photo 
actually goes backwards in time several years to 
suggest the normalization of the Einsatzgruppen--
mobile killing squads--that terrorized Eastern 
Europe. Finally, the photo essay ends with cheering 
prisoners at Mauthausen as American soldiers arrive. 
It is interesting that this collage ends within the 
camps, stopping short of including a true image of 
liberation, such as displaced persons enroute to 
Israel. 

Discussion 

Using the language of the C3 Framework, the 
visual sets activity helps to stage the compelling 
question. Staging the question involves activities that 
hook students’ attention and interest. The best 
staging activities also offer teachers an opportunity 
to gauge students’ background knowledge, assess 
any misconceptions, and identify potentially new 
points of interest for the subsequent inquiry. The 
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visual sets activity described above helps teachers 
achieve all three goals. But the activity also calls to 
attention certain assumptions that may be particular 
to the Holocaust. Three of these warrant additional 
attention here. 

First, the tendency for learners to conclude 
their sets with suffering and loss. Even in 
presentations that do not end with images of 
concentration or extermination camps, learners often 
conclude with a sense of mourning over what was 
lost. Though we certainly do not seek to celebrate the 
Holocaust as a positive event, we are concerned by 
the lack of hope present in many of these sets. Hope 
is a hallmark of resistance, survival, and the broader 
genre of Holocaust literature. Many of the provided 
photographs show images of hope and resilience, 
such as Jewish families maintaining elements of their 
lives and culture. That groups inconsistently identify 
hopeful scenes may suggest their attention to 
atrocity. This activity can thus remind teachers to 
help students find points of optimism and action. 

Second, there is a reactive tendency to try and 
capture all of the Holocaust. The activity in this 
article is necessarily limiting, tasking students to 
represent their understanding through only six 
images. Reviewing the activity may present the 
tendency to over-correct and try to account for every 
aspect of the Holocaust. Such a correction would 
counter understandings of the Holocaust as a “limit 
event” (Gigliotti, 2003). Limit events are events so 
extreme that they cannot be understood by people 
who did not experience them. When encountering 
such events, it is often necessary to 
compartmentalize pieces of the event to allow 
examination and reflection. In these situations, 
oversimplifications such as those in the visual sets 

presented here are useful in generating schema to 
help individuals examine and begin to make sense of 
the past. 

Third, a potential emerges for presentations to 
focus on the “best” presentation of the visual sets. It 
is worth noting again that none of the presentations 
is complete or exhaustive. Teachers should take care 
that the activity is not offered as a competition, but 
rather as a chance to learn where members of a 
classroom are in terms of their relative understanding 
and preconceptions of the event. Hence, 
presentations are not graded based on the creativity 
of a title or the variety of images selected. If students 
demand criteria, we suggest focusing on the extent to 
which their selected images are coherent within and 
with their identified theme. Focusing students on 
those concepts increases the likelihood of 
meaningful discussions regarding the limited nature 
of the photo sets, how people must work with 
incomplete information, and thoughtful ways to do 
that work. 

The value of this activity lies in drawing out 
existing beliefs or understandings about the 
Holocaust. Through the forced organizing of primary 
source images, students must grapple with what they 
know about the Holocaust, what images stand out to 
them as valuable, and form their own arguments to 
begin answering the question “How did the 
Holocaust happen?” The activity lends itself to 
generating new questions and avenues for further 
study that can help to guide a unit of variable length. 
Used with other source photographs, the activity has 
broad applicability to a range of content areas or 
purposes. 
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Comparing the Perspectives of Social Studies and English 
Teacher Candidates Regarding  

Primary Source Pedagogy 
Teresa G. Wojcik  5

Villanova University 

Introduction 

In an effort to provide a more holistic approach 
to teaching and learning, some secondary schools in 
the United States have adopted interdisciplinary 
courses combining social studies and English. A few 
years ago, the secondary teacher preparation 
program in which the author was teaching instituted 
a novel approach to the senior methods class by 
combining the methods courses in social studies and 
English. As the instructor for the combined course, 
the author adopted an approach to teaching that 
nurtured cross-curricular connections. This approach 
reflected the recommendation in the C3 Framework 
for Social Studies (NCSS, 2013) to foster 
connections between social studies education and the 
Common Core State Standards for English Language 
Arts. 

One of the pedagogies that the author 
viewed as equally powerful for both future social 
studies and English teachers was the use of 
primary sources. She was very interested in 
learning the students’ views on the benefits and 
challenges of using primary sources, the role of 
primary sources in their respective curricular areas, 
and their intended use of primary sources in the 
future. She decided to gather the students’ opinions 
via a questionnaire at the beginning and end of the 
course. This article shares the author’s reflections 
on the results of that questionnaire. First, the 
following section situates this discussion within the 
existing literature on primary source use in English 
and social studies courses.  

 teresa.wojcik@villanova.edu5
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Review of the Literature  

Primary sources in the English classroom 

One might conceptualize the entire canon and 
much of the English curriculum as composed of 
primary sources since works of literature represent 
artifacts written at a particular place and time. This 
interpretation is consistent with the view of the two 
leading professional curriculum organizations in the 
United States for English teachers, the National 
Council for Teachers of English (NCTE) and the 
International Reading Association (IRA), who state 
in their jointly-authored standards that, “Literary 
works…are a living archive of a history of 
philosophical, ethical, and aesthetic thought” (1996, 
p. 21). 

While the exact term, “primary sources,” does 
not appear in the Standards for the English Language 
Arts (1996), at least three of the ten standards infer a 
place for primary sources in the English classroom 
by asking that students “read a wide range of print 
and nonprint texts…from many periods in many 
genres” and “conduct research…and gather, 
evaluate, and synthesize data from a variety of 
sources” (standards 1, 2, & 7). To address the 
standards, English teachers might employ “print” 
primary sources such as letters, slave narratives, 
diaries, and newspapers as well as “nonprint texts” 
such as political cartoons, maps, artwork, and 
posters. Moreover, English students might find 
newspapers, historical literary criticism, and 
autobiographies as rich data sources for research.  

The professional literature reveals myriad ways 
in which English teachers have used primary sources 
effectively in their classrooms. For example, Barr 
(1975) and Aldridge (1980) encourage teachers to 
use historical documents as inspiration for students’ 
writing. Barr (1975) asserts that primary sources 
“make effective tools for teaching English” (p. 6) 
and suggests that students be asked to compile a set 
of primary sources on a given topic as the basis for 
generating a thesis statement and supporting details. 

Aldridge (1980) describes how she used a historic 
ship’s manifest as the springboard for an inquiry unit 
on immigration which concluded with students 
assuming the persona of one of the immigrants and 
writing letters to hypothetical family members back 
home.  

In addition to facilitating the teaching of 
writing, primary sources can also contribute 
information about the historical context of a novel or 
the time period in which a piece of literature was 
written. Claxton and Cooper (2000) note that digital 
primary sources “…will help students see history 
through the eyes of people living it” (p. 102). These 
authors believe that understanding the historical 
background can increase students’ appreciation for 
pieces of literature. Rather than relying on secondary 
accounts of historical events or places to provide this 
contextual information, Claxton and Cooper (2000) 
see value in the use of primary sources such as maps, 
audio files, documents, and digital versions of 
historical literature to accomplish the same result. 

Historical sources can also serve as examples 
of concepts in the English curriculum. For instance, 
Beckelhimer (2010) draws on primary sources to 
teach rhetoric:  

Rarely does a student think first of 
historical nonfiction as an example 
of rhetoric. Yet when I pose 
examples such as Vietnam poetry or 
Nazi documents, their eyes light up 
with understanding… Regardless of 
what texts they are analyzing, 
students must consider the rhetorical 
situation of the historical event or 
events as well. (p. 56) 

Beckelhimer (2010) also finds historical texts 
an appealing resource for English teachers because 
they represent multiple genres and “are authentic and 
therefore more familiar to students than traditional 
texts used in English classes such as anthologies and 
textbooks” (p. 59). 
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While research on the use of primary sources in 
English classes is lacking, the practitioner literature 
cited above reveals that primary sources have a role 
to play in achieving the objectives of the English 
curriculum. Support for the use of primary sources in 
English classrooms can also be found on the 
websites of some libraries and museums. For 
example, the website of the Folger Shakespeare 
Library features a sizable collection of digital 
primary sources categorized by theme or 
Shakespearean work. 

Primary sources in the social studies classroom 

The recommendation to use primary sources in 
the teaching of social studies and history possesses a 
long tradition. In his analysis of five early methods 
textbooks for history instruction published between 
1896 and 1902, Saxe (1994) argues that two of the 
five methods books argue strongly for the use of the 
“source method” as the pre-eminent instructional 
strategy in the teaching of history. Barnes’ (1899) 
definition of the “source method” (as summarized by 
Saxe) closely aligns with our understanding of 
primary source pedagogy today: “a thorough 
examination of original sources through the 
application of systematic tools of analysis” (Saxe, 
1994, p. 486). Fling and Caldwell’s (1897) methods 
text found the “source method” superior to the 
dominant narrative-recitation methods of the day 
because it offered an active instructional approach in 
which students interrogated source materials for 
authenticity and reliability before constructing a 
historical narrative (Saxe, 1994, p. 492).  

Over a century later, academic standards 
published by the leading United States professional 
curriculum organizations in social studies and history 
echo the assertion that developing historical thinking 
skills in students is a central goal of Social Studies 
curricula (National Council for the Social Studies, 
2010; National Center for History in the Schools, 
1996). In fact, the C3 Framework of the National 
Council for the Social Studies places inquiry “at the 
heart of social studies” (2013). The National Council 

for History Education (NCHE) likewise affirms that 
instruction in history should be rooted in developing 
the historian’s “habits of mind,” that is, the ways in 
which historians think about and interact with 
primary sources (Bradley Commission on History in 
Schools, 1987). A multitude of resources for the use 
of primary sources in social studies classrooms can 
be found in textbooks, commercial curriculum 
packages, and online at the digital collections of the 
National Archives and Records Administration and 
Library of Congress. 

Social studies scholars today advocate the 
analysis of primary sources as a “best practice” in 
the field of social studies education (Friedman, 2006; 
Hartzler-Miller, 2001). Researchers such as 
Wineburg (2001) have identified the ways of 
thinking employed by historians. Moreover, the 
National Council for the Social Studies forefronts 
students’ development of historical thinking in its C3 
Framework. Contemporary researchers assert that 
primary sources have a central role to play in 
developing students’ ability to engage in historical 
thinking (Levstik & Barton, 2005; VanSledright, 
2002; Wineburg, 2001). Historical thinking requires 
students to “do history” by raising questions about 
primary sources and understanding that history is an 
interpretive exercise (Levstik & Barton, 2005). 
Furthermore, historical thinking necessitates that 
students remain “undaunted by indeterminate 
evidence trails” and “reasonably secure in 
understanding that exploring history is a fickle and 
temperamental enterprise” (VanSledright, 2002, p. 
1096). Much support exists in the pedagogical 
literature to help teachers foster these thinking 
patterns in students (e.g. Levstik & Barton, 2005; 
Mandell & Malone, 2007; Wineburg, Martin, & 
Monte-Sano, 2011).  

Despite the existing theoretical and material 
support for using primary sources in the teaching of 
social studies and history, research on teachers’ 
actual use of primary sources reveals a disconnect 
between theory and practice. While voicing a belief 

27



Number 1 Winter 2020

in the value of primary sources, teachers do not tend 
to incorporate them in classroom instruction 
extensively or regularly (Fehn & Koeppen, 1998; 
Hicks, Doolittle, & Lee, 2004; Lee, 2002).  

In addition to examining the frequency of use 
of primary sources, a few studies have addressed 
how in-service social studies teachers use primary 
sources (digital and/or non-digital) in their 
classrooms. Research by Hicks, Doolittle, and Lee 
(2004) concluded that, “teachers used the primary 
sources as an alternative resource to reinforce key 
names, dates, terms, and facts that are typically 
found within the textbook” (p. 230). Although the 
respondents stated that they valued inquiry-based 
pedagogy, “fewer than half of the teachers indicated 
that they had students analyze primary sources to 
interrogate historical data based on the context in 
which a source was created or to assess a source’s 
credibility, authority, or authenticity” (p. 225). Tally 
and Goldenberg (2005) argue that, “For many 
teachers, it is common to use historical images 
simply as illustrations of established fact, rather than 
as data from which to reason about the past” (p. 4). 
Friedman’s (2006) study of six world history 
teachers confirmed the use of digital primary sources 
by a majority of teachers as an “additive” to teacher-
centered lectures and discussions rather than as the 
core of a student-centered inquiry activity. For 
example, the teachers used primary sources such as 
photographs to “...add zing to their Powerpoint or 
give students something to look at during a 
lecture” (p. 138). These studies affirm VanSledright’s 
(2002) evaluation of the predominant teaching mode 
in social studies classrooms, “The obsession appears 
to be with the products of historical study, not with 
the practice of doing it” (p. 1091).  

While the majority of existing research on 
primary sources and their use in the social studies 
classroom has focused on in-service teachers, a few 
studies have considered the beliefs and practices of 
pre-service social studies teachers regarding primary 
sources. Fehn and Koeppen (1998) examined the 

influence of a social studies methods course infused 
with primary sources on the attitudes and practice of 
pre-service secondary teachers during student 
teaching. All of the teacher candidates in their study 
looked favorably upon the use of primary sources 
and used them in their student teaching in a variety 
of ways: to enliven instruction, supplement text, and 
have students interpret and analyze documents.  

In their social studies methods course, Waring 
and Torrez (2010) modeled the use of primary 
sources for pre-service elementary teachers. The pre-
service teachers, many of whom had never worked 
with primary sources, reported having a positive 
experience interacting with primary sources and 
realized their potential in the classroom. The 
researchers found that working with primary sources 
in the methods course had enhanced their students’ 
understanding of historical content in the following 
ways: a) made history real and “alive”; b) challenged 
their assumptions and beliefs; c) helped them 
understand content better; d) offered multiple 
perspectives; and e) fostered an interest in learning 
more. 

This literature review reveals that professional 
curriculum organizations in both English and social 
studies deem primary sources valuable instructional 
tools for meeting curricular objectives. While more 
empirical studies have examined the use of primary 
sources by social studies teachers than English 
teachers, the practitioner literature provides teachers 
of both content areas a plethora of ideas and 
resources for incorporating primary sources into 
their lessons. The next section describes the 
university methods course and the pre-service 
teachers whose beliefs are shared in this paper. 

Course Context 

In two separate semesters, the author taught the 
combined social studies and English methods course 
for undergraduate students seeking secondary school 
certification at a mid-sized private university on the 
eastern seaboard of the United States. Nineteen 
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students were enrolled in the course over those two 
semesters: eleven females and eight males. The 
majority of the students were white; one female was 
African American. They had completed high school 
in a variety of states, including California, Colorado, 
Connecticut, New Jersey, New York and 
Pennsylvania. Twelve of the nineteen students were 
seeking English certification, while the remaining 
seven students were preparing to teach social studies. 

Students take this required methods course 
during the semester immediately prior to student 
teaching. Field observations in the school in which 
they will complete their student teaching comprise 
an obligatory component of this course. The course 
meets once a week for 15 weeks. At least two class 
meetings were dedicated solely to the pedagogy of 
primary sources and students were required to 
incorporate primary sources into a curriculum unit 
project. 

At the beginning and end of each semester, the 
author asked students to respond in writing to the 
following four questions:  

• What do you believe to be the benefits of using 
primary sources in your content  

• area? 

• What do you believe to be the challenges in 
using primary sources in your content area? 

• What do you perceive to be the role of primary 
sources in your curricular area? 

• In what ways do you envision using primary 
sources, if at all, in your own classroom some 
day? 

After collating the students’ responses to each 
question, the author carefully read the compiled 
results looking for themes. The section below 
provides a discussion of the most common student 
responses.  

Results  

Perceived benefits of using primary sources  

According to both the pre- and post-course 
surveys, the most often cited benefit of primary 
sources in the eyes of English teacher candidates was 
that they provided a historical context for the 
literature being studied in class. The students 
believed that understanding the historical context of 
a novel contributed to a greater understanding of the 
literature. Furthermore, primary sources had the 
potential to bring students closer to that historical 
context by, as one student expressed, “placing you 
squarely in a time period.”  

A second, related benefit mentioned by the 
English students was that primary sources could help 
students to “connect” with literature. The following 
two student characterizations of primary sources are 
representative of this theme: “Provide a sense of 
connecting to the people who were there” and 
“Gives students an opportunity to connect and 
humanize history, makes material relevant”. The 
students expressed a belief that primary sources 
helped to make literature less abstract and distant 
and more relatable. 

Students cited the “realness” of primary 
sources as a third benefit. The theme of “realness” 
resonates with the students’ use of the word 
“original” in their definitions of primary sources. 
The following is a sampling of students’ responses 
regarding why authenticity of primary sources is a 
benefit of their use in the English classroom 
[emphasis added]: 

“It exposes the students to great works of literature 
from the original source without editors or 
commentators.” 

“Students are often interested in seeing ‘the real 
things’ as if they are secret windows to the past. 
They can trust them; they don’t have to take their 
teacher’s word for them.” 
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“They [primary sources] give them [students] an 
exact account from a time they are trying to 
understand.” 

The English teacher candidates seemed to 
value primary sources as unfiltered access to an 
author’s words or to a historical time period.   

The social studies teacher candidates cited 
similar benefits for using primary sources in the 
classroom. Like their pre-service English peers, the 
pre-service social studies teachers believed that 
primary sources helped students to learn and 
understand their content area. The social studies 
respondents also valued the fact that primary sources 
were “first-hand accounts” of history. However, skill 
development comprised another benefit mentioned 
exclusively by the pre-service social studies teachers. 
These respondents stated that primary sources 
comprised useful tools for nurturing the following 
skills in their students: historical thinking, drawing 
one’s own conclusions, interpretation, research 
skills, and historical empathy. For the social studies 
teacher candidates, skill development was the most 
cited benefit of using primary sources. 

Perceived challenges of using primary sources 

The students’ responses to the question of 
challenges associated with using primary sources in 
the classroom also reveal both commonalities and 
differences. First, the challenge most often cited by 
pre-service teachers in both content areas was that 
primary sources were “difficult to understand.” 
Students from both certification areas cited difficult 
language and insufficient background knowledge of 
the historical period as reasons for why primary 
sources can be difficult and confusing to use in the 
classroom. Both groups also mentioned locating 
appropriate primary sources as a challenge.  

An interesting difference between the two 
certification areas arises when we look at the 
challenges mentioned in their post-course surveys. 
The pre-service social studies teachers framed 
primary sources as “time-consuming,” a concern not 

cited by their English certification peers. For 
instance, one social studies student remarked that 
primary sources take “a long time to prepare the 
class to be able to understand them,” while another 
wrote that primary sources, “take up a lot of time.” It 
is possible that these responses reveal an underlying 
tension in the social studies to “cover content” and 
also develop students’ historical thinking skills. The 
pre-service social studies teachers appeared more 
concerned with the additional time and instruction 
needed to incorporate primary sources into their 
teaching, but they did not raise concerns about how 
to integrate them properly, a challenge uniquely 
voiced by their peers seeking English certification. 
The following quotes illustrate the specific 
pedagogical issues stated by the English students: 

“Properly choosing and integrating good primary 
sources” 

“Using them correctly so students don’t get 
confused” 

“How to properly employ them; appropriate time 
spent on them; making them relatable to the 
lesson” 

While the methods course had attempted to 
balance examples of how to use primary sources in 
both the English and social studies curriculum, it 
seems that the English certification students desired 
more resources for how to adequately use them in 
the classroom.  

Perceived role and intended use of primary 
sources 

Given the benefits and challenges associated 
with using primary sources in the classroom, 
students were asked to indicate what role, if any, 
they believed primary sources should play in their 
respective curricular areas. Since the question was 
open-ended, some students responded by indicating 
the degree to which primary sources should be used, 
while others indicated the manner. A related question 
asked students how they intended to use primary 
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sources, if at all, in their classrooms. This last section 
of the findings is organized by the certification area 
of the respondents to facilitate discussion of whether 
or not the intended future uses of primary sources 
reflect the roles they assigned to primary sources. 

Social studies teacher candidates 

Perceived role of primary sources 

As might be expected, all of the pre-service 
social studies teachers expressed the belief that 
primary sources comprised an important component 
of the social studies curriculum. They used the words 
“large,” “enormous,” and “major” to describe the 
role of primary sources in their content area. One 
student remarked, “they should be the linchpin of 
history/social studies,” while another commented 
that primary sources should be “the backbone of the 
curriculum.”  

Students’ responses to both the pre- and post-
course surveys revealed two major functions that 
they believed primary sources should play in the 
social studies classroom: to teach research and 
historiography skills, and to provide learners with 
access to original, first-hand accounts of history. 
First, the respondents saw primary sources as 
valuable in teaching young people how to “interpret 
[primary sources] as ‘historians’ to uncover the 
past.” Another student described historical inquiry in 
this way:  

I believe that exposing students to the 
actual sources allows them to gain a strong 
grasp of what exactly the meaning is of the 
sources. Rather than simply explaining to 
the students, ‘this is what they say…’ - it 
gives them an opportunity to discover on 
their own. 

The emphasis on skill development in the quote 
above is consistent with the students’ responses to 
the question of benefits associated with primary 
sources. 

The second most often cited role of primary 
sources according to the social studies teacher 
candidates was providing an authentic window to the 
past. Note that the student cited above uses the 
words, “actual sources,” to refer to primary sources. 
Other students echoed this sentiment in their 
responses, asserting that primary sources:  

“…allow students to gain a perspective of someone 
who witnessed the event.” 

“…allow students to do research straight from the 
source.” 

By incorporating primary sources in the social 
studies classroom, the pre-service teachers seem to 
feel that they are giving students access to something 
special: the foundation of whatever topic they are 
studying. This point is reminiscent of the English 
teacher candidates’ view that authenticity is one of 
the benefits of using primary sources.  

Intended use of primary sources 

All of the students in this study answered 
affirmatively to the question: “Do you plan to use 
primary sources in your own classroom someday?” A 
follow-up question asked the students to indicate in 
what ways they intended to use primary sources. 
Analysis of their responses to this question allows us 
to determine if the intended uses they cited align 
with the roles they assigned to primary sources. The 
responses of the pre-service Social Studies teachers 
reveal both consistencies and contradictions. 

The question of intended use yielded a wide 
variety of examples of pedagogical uses for primary 
sources. For instance, the future social studies 
teachers intended to use primary sources in 
discussions, assessments, and assignments. In line 
with their vision of primary sources as tools for skill 
development, some students mentioned using 
primary sources to teach interpretation, historical 
thinking, and research. Also consistent with the 
stated role of primary sources as windows to the 
past, other pre-service teachers mentioned using 
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primary sources as a way to “have the students place 
themselves in that time period” and “experience the 
past.”  

While the students mentioned an assortment of 
uses for primary sources, it is questionable whether 
these approaches represent the “enormous” or 
“major” role that students assigned to primary 
sources. Rather, their ideas for implementing 
primary sources in their lessons seem to suggest a 
supplemental rather than central role. Phrases such 
as “as material to help facilitate understanding,” “to 
help prove a point in lecture,” “to enrich 
discussions,” and “as reference points for secondary 
material,” imply an assistive role for primary sources 
rather than a central one.  

English teacher candidates 

Perceived role of primary sources 

Like their peers seeking social studies 
certification, the English pre-service teachers saw an 
important place for primary sources in their 
curriculum. Two roles stood out among the students’ 
responses: a) using primary sources to provide 
context for the study of an author or time period; and 
b) using original texts as course readings. For the 
English classroom, the most often cited role for 
primary sources in both the pre- and post-course 
surveys was the use of primary sources to frame the 
study of a piece of literature. The students felt that 
understanding and appreciating an author’s work was 
enhanced by understanding not only the historical 
context in which the author wrote, but also how the 
author approached his or her work, i.e. the writing 
process. The following responses illustrate students’ 
perceptions of how primary sources could be used to 
provide historical and authorial context: 

It is interesting to see first drafts of books and letters 
to/from authors because it gives students insight to 
the authors’ lives and shows their writing process 
(that they too made mistakes!). 

They should play a regular role. Seeing an original 
play or a letter from an author explaining what he/
she wanted to get out of their works can really help 
children understand literature better. 

Drafts of literary works and personal correspondence 
by authors comprise authentic documentation which 
gives students access to the thoughts and voices of 
authors they will read and study.  

The second most common vision for the use of 
primary sources in the English curriculum was the 
use of primary sources as course readings. While 
some students assigned primary sources the role of 
providing context, others saw primary texts as the 
core of the curriculum since, as one student asserted, 
“all texts are primary sources.” Another student 
echoed the sentiment writing, “Primary sources are 
paramount to all English classes. You cannot teach 
the class without reading the original texts.” In 
reading the students’ responses, it was clear that the 
students saw novels and works of literature as 
constituting primary sources. Did they believe that 
other types of primary sources could be used in the 
English classroom? Their responses to the question 
of intended use provide insight into this question.  

Intended use of primary sources 

A comparison of the English certification 
students’ pre- and post-course responses reveals that 
while using primary sources as course readings 
remained a popular intended use, the students also 
viewed primary sources as playing a supplemental 
role to course readings. Particularly in the post-
course responses, students used phrases such as “to 
enhance understanding,” “to support text,” and “to 
supplement discussions.” These responses indicate a 
desire to use primary sources to complement the 
study of literature. Two specific forms of 
complementing main course readings are worthy of 
note (both appeared only in the post-course surveys). 
First, a third of the respondents mentioned using 
primary sources in “Do-Now’s” at the beginning of a 
lesson. This specific pedagogical technique had been 
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discussed in the methods course. Second, a quarter 
of the students stated that primary sources could be 
used to introduce an author, setting, or theme. Two of 
the three students who brought up this particular 
strategy had also included it in their response to the 
question of the role of primary sources in English. 
Using primary sources to introduce an author or 
setting is consistent with other students’ mention of 
using primary sources to provide context for the 
study of a novel, for example.  

Conclusion 

The author is aware that students may have 
answered the questions in line with what they 
thought the professor expected. In addition, since 
students were not instructed to keep their answers to 
themselves, they may have influenced one another’s 
responses by talking during the completion of the 
questionnaire. Although this investigation does not 
possess the reliability and validity of a research 
study, it nonetheless provides valuable insight into 
the ways in which one group of pre-service teachers 
views primary sources. While the students seemed 
to understand the benefits of primary source 
pedagogy and voiced clear intentions to use primary 
sources in their instruction, those intentions may not 
translate into effective implementation in the 
classroom. Methods instructors, administrators, 
professional development providers, and those 
mentoring new teachers can help provide the 
necessary support to bridge this gap between theory 
and practice. 

Incorporating primary sources into lessons 
requires teachers to determine instructional 
objectives and then locate primary sources which 
support the achievement of those objectives, a task 
which some of the students in this study viewed as a 
challenge. Even pre-service teachers who are 
technologically savvy can benefit from instruction 
in where to look and how to effectively search the 
massive collections of online primary sources. 
Navigating the millions of digital primary sources 
available online can be a daunting task, especially 

for pre-service and in-service teachers who are 
stretched for time. Methods course instructors can 
purposefully model search strategies with websites 
such as the Library of Congress and the National 
Archives and Records Administration. In addition, 
professors can incorporate into their courses 
resources such as the short professional 
development videos available on the Library of 
Congress website. These videos demonstrate how to 
search the online collections and use primary 
sources in the classroom.  

The students discussed here also expressed 
concern that the sometimes archaic and difficult 
language of primary sources hindered their use in 
the classroom. The use of primary sources in the 
classroom necessitates a great deal of preparation, 
which pre-service teachers often overlook or 
underestimate. Preparing primary sources for use in 
the classroom involves not only selecting the 
“right” primary source, but also carefully choosing 
which portion of the text or image to share with 
students and scanning that section for vocabulary or 
historical references with which students might not 
be familiar. Methods courses might incorporate 
strategies for how pre-service teachers can scaffold 
instruction for their students regarding the reading 
and evaluation of source materials. Such scaffolding 
might include the creation of a glossary of unknown 
terms in the primary source or the inclusion of 
footnotes that mend any gaps in background 
knowledge needed to understand the primary 
source.  

Other challenges cited by the pre-service 
teachers might be at least partially resolved through 
more interaction of pre-service teachers with 
primary sources themselves. Tally and Goldenberg 
(2005) suggest that “professional development 
programs in history and the humanities need to 
build teachers’ skills in analyzing documents and 
images, as well as improving teachers’ content 
knowledge of history” (p. 17). Methods instructors 
may feel pressed for time when it comes to teaching 
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about primary source use in their classes. However, 
pre-service teachers’ interaction with primary 
sources can be extended to homework activities and 
course assignments. For example, instructors might 
require students to incorporate primary sources into 
lessons in their curriculum mini-units. In this way, 
they will gain practical experience in locating and 
preparing primary sources for very specific 
objectives. 

The development of students’ historical 
interpretation and analysis skills was one of the 
intended uses for primary sources cited by the social 
studies pre-service teachers. However, it is unclear 
what students meant by “historical thinking skills.” 
Here, it is worthwhile to underscore that the inquiry 
process is an iterative one that involves more than 
just analysis. As Woyshner (2010) has indicated,  

Too often historical inquiry stops 
short at teaching students to interpret 
primary sources devoid of context 
and without a repeating cycle that 
includes connecting their lives to the 
topic, wondering about it and its 
importance, and reflecting on what 
was learned and its significance. (p. 
42) 

Engaging in the historical inquiry process is a 
complex endeavor. Teaching pre-service teachers to 
employ the process in their future classrooms is 
likewise a challenging task. Scaffolding the process 

for them in methods courses serves as one avenue 
through which they may learn the process 
themselves (Tally & Goldenberg, 2005).  

While existing research has examined the 
perceptions and use of primary sources by social 
studies teachers, much less is known about how pre-
service teachers view primary source use in the 
classroom. And yet, if methods instructors seek to 
impact the practice of teacher candidates, they 
should be concerned about students’ thoughts on 
primary sources as well as their “apprenticeships of 
observation” (Lortie, 1975). Understanding the 
beliefs of pre-service teachers comprises an 
invaluable first step in influencing their pedagogical 
choices in secondary schools.  

This article offers insight into the views of a 
select group of pre-service teachers and cannot be 
generalized beyond this specific context. However, 
it does provide a basis for designing research. In 
addition to gathering information via a 
questionnaire, future studies should include focus 
groups and follow-up interviews with students. 
Moreover, observation of teacher candidates during 
their student teaching semester would provide an 
opportunity to determine whether and how their 
thoughts on primary sources influenced their 
practice in the classroom. Scholars might also 
expand the research on primary sources beyond the 
field of social studies by studying the perspectives 
of pre-service teachers of English.  

References 

Aldridge, A. (1980). Inspiration from the past: Using historical documents to stimulate student writing. The 
English Journal, 69(6), 44-47.  

Barnes, M. S. (1899). Studies in historical method. Boston, MA: Heath. 

Barr, M. (1975). About writing: Strategies for secondary English teachers. San Diego City Schools Program 
Division Instructional Suggestion Bulletin, 2-61.  

Beckelhimer, L. (2010). From Hitler to hurricanes, Vietnam to Virginia Tech: Using historical nonfiction to 
teach rhetorical context. The English Journal, 99(4), 55-60. 

34



Number 1 Winter 2020

Bradley Commission on History in Schools. (1988). Building a history curriculum: Guidelines for teaching 
history in schools. Retrieved from: http://www.nche.net/document.doc?id=38 

Claxton, M. & Cooper, C. (2000). Teaching tools: American literature and the World Wide Web. The English 
Journal, 90(2), 97-103.  

Fehn, B. & Koeppen, K. (1998). Intensive document-based instruction in a social studies methods course and 
student teachers’ attitudes and practice in subsequent field experiences. Theory and Research in Social 
Education, 26(4), 461-484.  

Fling, F.M. & Caldwell, H.C. (1897). Studies in European and American history. Lincoln, NE: J.W. Miller. 

Fresch, E. (2004). Preparing preservice elementary teachers to use primary sources in teaching history. 
International Journal of Social Education, 19(1), 83-98. 

Friedman, A. (2006). World history teachers’ use of digital primary sources: the effect of training. Theory and 
Research in Social Education, 34(1), 124-141.  

Hartzler-Miller, C. (2001). Making sense of “best practice” in teaching history. Theory and Research in Social 
Education, 29(4), 672-695.  

Hicks, D., Doolittle, P. & Lee, J.K. (2004). Social Studies teachers’ use of classroom-based and web-based 
historical primary sources. Theory and Research in Social Education, 32(2), 213-247. 

International Reading Association and National Council for Teachers of English. (1996). Standards for the 
English Language Arts. USA: International Reading Association and National Council for Teachers of 
English. 

Kumler, L. & Palchick, R. (2008). Integrating government and literature: Mock civil and criminal trials based 
on “To Kill a Mockingbird”. Social Education, 72(4), 194-197. 

Lee, J.K. (2002). Digital history in the history/social studies classroom. The History Teacher, 43(4), 503-518. 

Levstik, L. & Barton, K.C. (2005). Doing history: Investigating with children in elementary and middle schools. 
Mahwah, NJ: Lawrence Erlbaum Associates.  

Library of Congress Professional Development videos: http://www.loc.gov/teachers/professionaldevelopment/
videos/ 

Lortie, D. C., & Clement, D. (1975). Schoolteacher: A sociological study (Vol. 21). Chicago: University of 
Chicago Press. 

Mandell, N. & Malone, B. (2007). Thinking like a historian: Rethinking history instruction. Wisconsin: 
Wisconsin Historical Society Press. 

Morgan, K. (2002). Using primary sources to build a community of thinkers. The English Journal, 91(4), 69-74.  

National Center for History in the Schools. (1996). National history standards. Los Angeles, CA: National 
Center for History in the Schools. 

National Council for the Social Studies. (2010). National curriculum standards for Social Studies: A framework 
for teaching, learning, and assessment. Silver Spring, MD: National Council for the Social Studies. 

35



Number 1 Winter 2020

National Council for the Social Studies. (2013). The college, career, and civic life (C3) framework for Social 
Studies state standards: Guidance for enhancing the rigor of K-12 civics, economics, geography, and 
history. Silver Spring, MD: National Council for the Social Studies. 

Saxe, D. (1994). Establishing a voice for history in schools: the first methods textbooks for history instruction 
1896-1902. Theory and Research in Social Education, 22(4), 482-514.  

Tally, B. & Goldenberg, L. (2005). Fostering historical thinking with digitized primary sources. Journal of 
Research on Technology in Education, 38(1), 1-21. 

Van Sledright, B. (2002). Confronting history’s interpretive paradox while teaching fifth graders to investigate 
the past. American Educational Research Journal, 39(4), 1089-1115. 

Waring, S. M., & Torrez, C. (2010). Using digital primary sources to teach historical perspective to preservice 
teachers. Contemporary Issues in Technology and Teacher Education, 10(3). Retrieved from http://
www.citejournal.org/vol10/iss3/socialstudies/article1.cfm 

Wineburg, S., Martin, D. & Monte-Sano, C. (2011). Reading like a historian: Teaching literacy in middle and 
high school history classrooms. New York: Teachers College Press. 

Wineburg, S. (2001). Historical thinking and other unnatural acts. Philadelphia, PA: Temple University Press. 

Woyshner, C. (2010). Inquiry teaching with primary source documents: An iterative approach. Social Studies 
Research & Practice, 5(3), 36-45. Retrieved from http://www.socstrp.org/issues/PDF/5.3.2.pdf. 

_______________________________________________________ 

36



Number 1 Winter 2020

Time Capsule 

As this issue serves as the reintroduction of THE JOURNAL, we decided to share three articles from the 
archives.  

Volume 50 of THE JOURNAL, published in 1953, marked the 50-year anniversary of the publication 
and its parent organization, the Middle States Council for the Social Studies. That volume, which broadly 
addressed the special topic of “Citizenship Education” included 18 original articles. Several of those articles 
provided an expansive review of the history of citizenship education. Others addressed current practices or 
needs. Finally, some articles attempted to predict the future of citizenship education in the social studies.  

Here, we reproduce one article of each type: 

1. Jessie C. Evans, a teacher at William Penn High School in Philadelphia, provides a review of the 
organization’s first 30 years (1903-1933). 

2. George I. Oeste, of Germantown High School in Philadelphia, provides a review of the organization 
from 1933-1953. 

3. John Krout of Columbia University offers his predictions for “the next 50 years” of the organization, 
forecasting from 1953-2003. 

Together, we think these articles provide valuable glimpses at the long history and impact of the Middle 
States Council for the Social Studies generally and THE JOURNAL specifically. We hope you enjoy this look at 
past pieces. 
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Conference Update 

117th Annual Conference 
Social Studies: A Diverse Discipline Promoting a more Perfect Union 

February 28th - 29th, 2020 
Sheraton Baltimore North 
903 Dulaney Valley Road 
Towson, Maryland, 21204 
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Friday, February 28th  

Time 
Full Sessions Round Table Sessions 

Burke Grason  McIntosh Owen Duncan A                Duncan B 

7:15-8:15am Exhibitor Time/Continental Breakfast (No Sessions)  

8:15-9:00am  

Teaching the 
Legacy of World 

War II 
(Josie Perry) 

Incorporating          
Economic 

Concepts into the 
History 

Curriculum   
(Jennifer 

Baczewski) 

Promoting a 
More Perfect 

Union through 
Rhetoric 

(James Rossi) 

Using Children’s 
Literature to 
Hook High 

School Students 
(Kristin Barnello) 

Us vs. Them: 
Addressing 
Othering 
(Jennifer 
Laggasse) 

 

      

9:10-9:55am 

Bringing 
Movement back 

into the 
Classroom 

(Stacey 
Bumbernick) 

Fostering Civil 
Dialog 

(Ben Marcus)  

Voices from 
Medieval 

Ghana, Mali and 
Songhay 
(Brenda 

Randolph) 

Primary Source 
Analysis and 
Hands-on for 
Elementary  
(Lori Swiger) 

Who are 
American 
Muslims? 

(Erum Ikamullah) 

Commemorating 
Suffrage 

Anniversaries in 
2020  

(David Armenti) 
      

10:05-10:55am 

Engagement 
Democracy and 
Youth Success 

Stories 
(Lynne Cherry) 

DBQ Project 
(Amie Polcaro) 

Spark Inquiry by 
Connecting 
Content and 

Literacy 
(Lynnette Brent) 

National 
Geographic – 

Certified 
Educator  

(Fay Gore) 

We the People 
for Beginners 

(Ashley Vascik) 

 

      

11:00am-11:45am 

George 
Washington’s 
Changing View 

on Slavery 
(Alissa Oginsky) 

Using Historical 
Newspapers in 
the Classroom 
(Marisa Shultz) 

Gilder Lehrman 
Teacher of the 

year panel 
discussion 

(Marcie Taylor 
Thoma) 

Who Will get my 
vote? 

(Ann Canning)  

Diverse 
Perspectives and 

Loose Parts 
Mapping    
(Rachel 

Henighan)  

Tradigital 
History- Bringing 

the Past Alive! 
(Dr. James 
Beeghley) 

      

11:45-12:15pm Exhibitor Time/Lunch on your own/Prepare for Field Excursion or Experience 

12:15-5:00pm Field Excursion or Field Experience (see page 14 for more information) 

Saturday, February 29th  
7:30-9:30am President’s Awards Breakfast– Warfield’s Ballroom 

9:40-10:25am 

Cracking the 
Social Studies 

Code 
(Jennifer Ingold) 

Taking Informed 
Action  

(Leah Renzi) 

Civics for All: 
Primary Source 

Strategies 
(Anna Keneda)  

Bring History to 
Life: Primary 

Sources 
Perspectives 

(Jennifer Jump) 

A History of 
MSCSS 

Proceedings  
(Dr. Sandy Pope) 

 

      

10:35-11:20am 

Coming to 
America: Telling 
our Migration 

Stories 
(Dr. Jermaine 

Ellerbe) 

Resisting Evil: 
Stories from the 

World War II 
underground 
(Dr. Teresa 

Wojcik) 

Gentrified – A 
Look at Where 

you live 
(Scott Bacon) 

National 
Geographic – 
Geo Inquiry 

Process 
(Fay Gore)  

The Emma 
Lazarus Project  
(Chelsea Bracci) 

And now the rest 
of the story… 

Polish Americans 
(Cecilia 

Glembocki) 

      

11:30am-12:15pm 

Swipe Right? A 
Public Service 

Announcement  
(Sean Arthurs) 

The Longest 
Hatred: A Look at 

the History of 
Europe  

(Steve Goldberg) 

Turning 
Students into 
Constitutional 
Ambassadors 
(Mike Adams) 

Fight Fake: Help 
Students 

Evaluate Online 
Content  

(Sarah McGrew) 

Bringing Korea 
into the 

Classroom 
(Georgette 
Hackman) 

 

      

12:20-1:30pm Danielle Roselle Luncheon (No Sessions) – Warfield’s Ballroom 
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Find more information and register at 
http://www.midstatescouncil.org
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12:20-1:30pm Danielle Roselle Luncheon (No Sessions) – Warfield’s Ballroom Time Burke Grason  McIntosh Owen Round Table Sessions* 
Duncan A               Duncan B 

1:45-2:30pm 

Access of 
History Content 

for English 
Learners  
(Amanda 
Venable) 

Women in 
Maryland  

(Jean Russo) 

Tips for Landing 
Your First 

Teaching Job 
(Dr. Sandy Pope) 

Coding with 
Social Studies in 

Elementary 
Classrooms 

(Han Liu) 

Dexit/ Gexit: 
Germany Status 
in the European 

Union  
(Dr. Jermaine 

Ellerbe)  

Personalizing 
Professional 

Development 
(Kate Long) 

     

2:40-3:25pm 

Teaching 
Climate Change 

in the Social 
Studies 
(Rafael 

Woldeab) 

History Echoes: 
Voter 

Suppression Then 
and Now 

(Michael Stevens) 

A Stitch in Time: 
Primary Sources 

and Picture 
Books 

(Michael 
Terborg) 

Teaching Agency 
as a Form of 
Social Justice 
(Samantha 

Averett-Boyd) 

Navigating the 
Complexity of 

God in Hinduism 
(Shereen Bhalla) 

 

     

3:25-4:00pm Conference Closing and Clean-up (No sessions) 
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Submit Your Paper to THE JOURNAL 

Now accepting submissions for the Summer Issue 

THE JOURNAL of the Middle States Council for Social Studies publishes scholarly and classroom articles 
exploring strategies for effective social studies teaching and learning. Preference is given to articles utilizing 
inquiry to explore issues relevant to communities located in Middle States member states.  

Open Call: THE JOURNAL holds open submissions for articles. Articles should address the focus of effective 
social studies teaching and learning, and follow these guidelines:  

• Clear suggestions for classroom practice 
• 12-16 double-spaced pages, not including references 
• APA formatting 
• Classroom examples or materials (e.g., worksheets) are appreciated 

We will also consider Classroom Notes, an option for conference presenters who may not be able to commit to 
the long-form articles. Classroom notes focus on sharing specific classroom strategies, including: 

• Grounding in best practices 
• Explanation of their use and success 
• Material sets 

Timeline for submissions: 

• Abstracts due to Editors: First Friday in March for summer issue 
• Invitation to submit a full article: Third Friday in March 
• Draft manuscripts due to Editors: First Friday in May 
• Final manuscripts due: First Friday in July 
• Issue published in August 

Send Word files to mscssjournal@gmail.com 
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