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CHALLENGING, 
STRUCTURING, AND RE -

CREATING SOCIAL  STUDIES  
CONTENT TO DISRUPT 

OPPRESS ION

How does knowing content 
matter for disrupting 
oppression?

What is the relationship 
between advancing justice 
and the teaching of 
content?



TODAY’S TALK

I. Challenging Content

How is content linked to oppression in the social 
studies curriculum? What does this mean for 
students’ understandings of themselves and others, 
of society?

II. Structuring Content 

How can and should content be structured? What 
are official approaches to this, and what are some 
approaches that build on students’ experiences and 
equip them critically analyze the world around 
them in relation to questions of inequality? 

III. Re-Creating Content

Who gets to create content? How can we open up 
what knowledge is and who gets to make it? How 
can student-led inquiry re-create content?



CHALLENGING
CONTENT

How is content linked to 
oppression in the social studies 

curriculum? 

What does this mean for students’ 
understandings of themselves and 

others, of society?



“MY COLONIAL CHARACTER JOURNAL”



“Mommy, wouldn’t I have been a slave 
back then?” 



Let’s Talk/Think About It

If you are in the room…
Please turn to the person next to you, and take a couple of minutes to talk abut 
what strikes you about this assignment and Lisa’s response to it.

If you are watching online…
Use the next couple of minutes to jot down your ideas about what strikes you 
about this assignment and Lisa’s response to it. 

When we open up discussion, please:

o email your ideas to twseminar@umich.edu
o or use our Twitter hashtag #TWSeminar,
o or post to the TeachingWorks Facebook page

mailto:twseminar@umich.edu


“CURRICULUM IS ABOUT 
MEMORY MAKING, OR THE WAY 

A NATION IMAGINES AND 
SHAPES WHAT PEOPLE COME 
TO KNOW ABOUT THE PAST 

AND PRESENT” 

“The degree to which a young person is able 
to learn about race via the school curriculum 
will inform his or her understandings of race, 
both its significance and impact in the present.. 
This racial knowledge in forms the present-day 
sociological imagination (Mills, 1959) of 
students about their own place in a racialized 
society, whether they are part of a dominant 
racial group or a historically underrepresented 
racial group.” 

- Anthony & Keffrelyn Brown, 2015, 104.



LISA’S MOM’S LETTER TO THE SCHOOL









RONI DEAN-
BURREN

• https://www.facebook.com/roni.deanburren/vi
deos/vb.1423354683/10208248919206996/

https://www.facebook.com/roni.deanburren/videos/vb.1423354683/10208248919206996/
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Frederick Douglass

1818-1895

American social 
reformer, abolitionist, 
orator, writer, and 
stateman. 



1. Frederick had 6 baskets filled with cotton. If each basket held 5 
pounds, how many pounds did he have all together? 

2. If Frederick got two beatings per day, how many beatings did 
he get in one week? Two weeks? 

3. Each tree had 56 oranges. If eight slaves pick them equally, 
then how much would each slave pick?

Math word problems given as a homework assignment to third grade students in 
Norcross, Georgia in 2012. 

“Frederick” refers to Frederick Douglass

From King & Woodson, 2016/17, p. 6.







Let’s Talk/Think About It

If you are in the room…
Please turn to the person next to you, and take a couple of minutes to talk abut what strikes 
you about this assignment.

If you are watching online…
Use the next couple of minutes to jot down your ideas about what strikes you about this 
assignment. 









2016 
DEMOCRATIC 

NATIONAL 
CONVENTION

• https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=zHnJ2sTIV
UI

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=zHnJ2sTIVUI
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=zHnJ2sTIVUI




“THE DILEMMA IS HOW TO 
TEACH ABOUT ‘CORE VALUES’ 
SUCH AS ‘FREEDOM,’ ‘LIBERTY’ 
AND ‘JUSTICE FOR ALL’ IN A 

COUNTRY THAT HAS A 
CONTINUING LEGACY OF 

OPPRESSION AND 
INTIMIDATION WITHIN ITS 

OWN BOUNDARIES”  
FRANCES V. RAINS, 2003



SOCRATIC SEMINAR 
ON THE PLEDGE OF 
ALLEGIANCE IN AN 

URBAN MIDDLE 
SCHOOL

Amber:  We are the one nation, under 
God. One nation.

Jessica:  When the Pledge of Allegiance 
says, “under God,” it can’t actually say that 
and expect people to pledge allegiance to 
the flag. Because there’s other races that 
really don’t believe in God. So, if you don’t 
believe in God why would you pledge 
allegiance to the flag that states “under 
God?” You won’t…it’s…

Angelica: Well, me and her [points] were 
discussing. She said that it’s not one nation 
because of segre… like we had 
segregation, all this stuff, all this hate. But 
you’re not pledging to the people in 
America, you’re pledging to America itself.



“I don’t think I have to pledge to a flag to show honor for my 
country when the words that we say are not true. One 
nation under God. Well, we are under God, but I don’t feel 
like we are all one nation because some people still do 
segregate, and there’s still not justice—liberty and justice—
for all people.”
— Zaria, African American eighth grade student in an urban 

middle school



STRUCTURING 
CONTENT

How can and should content be 
structured? 

What are official approaches to structuring 
content?

What are approaches that build on 
students’ experiences, equip them to 

analyze the world around them in relation 
to questions of inequality, and create 

critical consciousness? 







Standards into Units 

Unit 
World History 

CCSS (Grades 9-10) 
US History I 

CCSS (Grades 9-10) 
US History II 

CCSS (Grades 11-12) 

1 
The Emergence of the First Global 
Age (1350-1770) 

Colonization, Revolution and 
Constitution (1585-1800) 

The Great Depression, New Deal and 
World War II (1929-1945) 

2 
Renaissance, Reformation, 
Scientific Revolution, and 
Enlightenment (1350-1700) 

New Nation, Expansion and 
Reform (1801-1861) 

Postwar United States: Cold War 
(1945 to early 1970s) 

3 
Age of Revolutions (1750-1914) Civil War and Reconstruction 

(1850-1877) 

Postwar United States: Civil Rights 
and Social Change (1945 to early 
1970s) 

4 
A Half-Century of Crisis and 
Achievement (1900-1945) 

The Development of the Industrial 
United States and the Emergence 
of Modern America (1890-1930) 

Contemporary United States: 
Domestic Policies (1970-Today) 

5 

The 20th Century Since 1945 
(1945-Today) 

The Emergence of Modern 
America: World War I and Roaring 
Twenties (1890-1930) 

Contemporary United States: 
International Policies and 
Interconnected Global Society (1970-
Today) 

  
 
 
 
 

 





 National Council for the Social Studies 
From Wikipedia, the free encyclopedia 

Social Studies[edit] 

NCSS defines social studies as "the integrated study of the social 
sciences and humanities to promote civic 
competence." Within the school program, social studies provides coordinated, systematic 
study drawing upon such disciplines as anthropology, archaeology, economics, geography, history, law, 
philosophy, political science, psychology, religion, and sociology, as well as appropriate content from the 
humanities, mathematics, and natural sciences. In essence, social studies promotes knowledge of and 
involvement in civic affairs. And because civic issues—such as health care, crime, and foreign policy—are 
multidisciplinary in nature, understanding these issues and developing resolutions to them require 
multidisciplinary education. These characteristics are the key defining aspects of social studies. 

!





RACIAL PEDAGOGICAL 
CONTENT 

KNOWLEDGE

“social studies teachers’ racial 
knowledge and how it influences 
content and pedagogical choices” 
(King & Chandler, 2016, p. 6).

Pollack’s (2008, XX) four principles of anti-racist 
education,

1. Rejecting false notions of human difference

2. Acknowledging lived experiences shaped 
along racial lines

3. Learning from diverse forms of knowledge 
and experience

4. Challenging systems of racial inequality



FORESTS, TREES AND TWIGS
LOEWEN, 2009

Twigs: 
Facts, dates, 

events

Trees: 
Essential, 
relevant, 

meaningful, 
significant topics

Forests: 
Major, enduring, 

generative themes



FORESTS, TREES 
AND TWIGS 

(LOEWEN, 2009)

FORESTS

• How cultures change through diffusion 
and syncretism

• Taking the land
• The individual versus the state
• The quest for equity 
• Sectionalism
• Immigration and Americanization
• Social class; democracy vs. plutocracy
• Technological developments and the 

environment
• Relations with other nations
• Historiography, how we know things



MAKING 
CITIZENS 
PROJECT: 
DESIGN 

PRINCIPLES

Civic education should:

1. build upon students’ own experiences with 
civic life, including their daily experiences 
with civic institutions

2. provide opportunities for students to 
consider and discuss key controversies in 
civic life

3. build students’ skills of discussion, analysis, 
critique, and research

4. build students’ knowledge of their rights and 
responsibilities as citizens in a way that 
connects directly to their own concerns



MAKING 
CITIZENS

“The really big one 
was ‘What is an 
American?’ You know, 
that was the basis of 
the course. It’s a big 
question, ‘What makes 
an American?”

-Vincent, high school 
junior



Taylor &
 Francis 

N
ot for 

distribution 

 
 
 

TABLE 2.2 Social Change Theme with Essential Questions, Units, Content and Sample Assignments 

Essential Questions 
• Are all Americans equal? •  Who has the power to make change? Do you? 
• How can/do Americans make social change? •  Is it ever okay to break the law? When? 
• What other forces, other than individuals, shape society? 

 

Unit title Content Sample projects/ assignments/discussions 

Unit 1: African Reconstruction, Amendments, KKK, White citizens; Newscast reporting on a moment in civil rights history. 
American Struggle Birth of a Nation, Freedman’s Bureau, Black codes,  
for Rights Jim Crow, Plessy, WEB Dubois/Booker T. Washington,  
 NAACP/Marcus Garvey, Segregation/ Integration of  
 the armed forces, Brown v. Board, Montgomery bus  
 boycott, MLK/Malcolm X, Civic rights act, voting rights,  
 Freedom Riders, Civil rights movement, Black Panthers,  
 Jackie Robinson, Black Power movement  
Unit 2: Latino Braceros, United Farm Workers, Cesar Chavez, Carousel on Latino social protest movements. 
Struggle for Rights Bilingual education, Immigration rights/ who is an  
 American, English only  
Unit 3: Women’s Women’s suffrage movement; Seneca Falls Convention; Jigsaw on women’s rights from Seneca Falls to the present. 
Struggle for Rights Susan B. Anthony; Elizabeth Cady Stanton; Margaret Comparison of primary documents from the 1950s. 
 Sanger; 19th Amendment; 1920s’ flappers; Mary McLeod “Take-A-Stand” on Title IX. 
 Bethune; Women and the home front during  WWII;  
 1950s; Betty Friedan; Gloria Steinem; E.R.A.; Roe vs.  
 Wade; Title IX; Labor Issues  
Unit 4: Social Protest This unit is devoted to the individualized social protest Social Protest Project: 
 projects and presentations. Students prepare a four-minute presentation and display 
  describing a social protest of the 20th or 21st century. The 
  project must answer the essential questions and consider why 
  this social protest is important in a democracy. It should include 
  a KWL chart and at least four images. 

 





RE-CREATING 
CONTENT

Who gets to create 
content? 

How can we open up 
what knowledge is and 
who gets to make it?

How can student inquiry 
be used to re-create 

content? 



CIVIC INQUIRY: YOUTH PARTICIPATORY 
ACTION RESEARCH



THE IMMIGRATION PROJECT

Greater Brunswick Charter School





“Poverty, family, we had a big family, and not a lot of 
money and there was barely enough food for all of us and I 
had to emigrate even if it was to another part of the 
country to make my life conditions better.”

“I immigrated at the age of 32 when my 2 children were 
going to start middle school in my country. I didn't have 
the money necessary to provide them with a better 
education at a good school. I had little to give them.”

QUOTES





FEELINGS AND CONCERNS FELT WHEN IMMIGRATING





“I had hopes in
seeing my
daughters with a
firm future in
which they could
develop as
professionals and
be able to
accomplish their
goals.”

“My parents hoped
we would all go to
college and get
the education they
thought we
deserved.”

HOPES IN COMING TO A NEW COUNTRY





QUOTES

“We had to leave our loved ones, our house, 
and I had to quit my job.”

“I had to leave behind everything. I had to 
leave behind my family, I had to leave behind 
my home. I had nothing but I feel like leaving 
my family and home is a lot to sacrifice.”





QUOTES

“A lot of families are being separated due to the current
situation. The family is an important cell in our society and to
separate it is very painful...parents and children being
separated is very difficult.”

"It is hard to sometimes go on social media and look at all
the news and things that are happening.”







CHALLENGING, 
STRUCTURING 

AND 
RE-CREATING 

SOCIAL STUDIES 
CONTENT TO 

DISRUPT 
OPPRESSION

How does knowing content matter for 
disrupting oppression?

What is the relationship between 
advancing justice and the teaching of 
content?

How can we support beginning teachers 
to learn content in ways that are 
intermeshed with the imperative to use 
teaching to disrupt racism?



THANK YOU!

I can be reached at beth.rubin@gse.rutgers.edu

Helpful Resources: 

Facing History and Ourselves: https://www.facinghistory.org/

Rethinking Schools: https://www.rethinkingschools.org/

Zinn Education Project: https://www.zinnedproject.org/

Teaching Tolerance: https://www.splcenter.org/teaching-tolerance

Teaching for Change: https://www.teachingforchange.org/

The YPAR Hub: http://yparhub.berkeley.edu/

mailto:beth.rubin@gse.rutgers.edu
https://www.facinghistory.org/
https://www.rethinkingschools.org/
https://www.zinnedproject.org/
https://www.splcenter.org/teaching-tolerance
https://www.teachingforchange.org/
http://yparhub.berkeley.edu/

