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Demystifying Common Core 
 

The potential impact of National Common Core standards on the social studies curriculum has sent shock waves 
through the social studies community. The first article in this section, Turning Common Core on Its Head, was the 
basis for a presentation at the 2012 conference at the New Jersey Council for the Social Studies. It also appears as 
part of a chapter in the new edition of Teaching to Learn, Learning to Teach by Alan Singer (Routledge, 2013). He 
includes an activity sheet for a lesson on current economic issues that he uses to establish a literacy standard for 
high school graduation and a document package for presenting alternative perspectives on U.S. entry into World 
War I. Michael Pezone developed a common core framework for use in lesson planning and a guideline for high 
school students. Mark Pearcy looks at ways to include common core standards in lessons. This section includes 
excerpts from the National Common Core Standards website http://www.corestandards.org. 

 

Turning Common Core on Its Head 
by Alan Singer 

 

You have probably heard or read about new 
national Common Core standards that are supposed to 
improve, if not revolutionize, education in the United 
States. According to its website “[t]he Common Core 
State Standards Initiative is a state-led effort . . . 
developed in collaboration with teachers, school 
administrators, and experts, to provide a clear and 
consistent framework to prepare our children for 
college and the workforce.” The standards are 
supposedly “informed by the highest, most effective 
models from states across the country and countries 
around the world, and provide teachers and parents 
with a common understanding of what students are 
expected to learn.” The belief is that “[c]onsistent 
standards will provide appropriate benchmarks for all 
students, regardless of where they live” in the U.S.  

Proponents of Common Core claim that the 
standards will allow states to create curriculum and 
teachers to align instruction with the expectations for 
students of college and work. These include promoting 
higher order skills as well as content acquisition. 
Lauren Davis, senior editor of Eye on Education is one 
of the big advocates for the Common Core standards. 
Eye on Education is distributing a pamphlet offering 
staff development workshops and keynote speeches 
promoting “5 Things Every Teacher Should be Doing 
to Meet the Common Core State Standards.” For Davis 
and her associates, “The Common Core State 
Standards highlight five shifts that should be 
happening in every classroom. They want teachers to 

lead “high-level, text-based discussions”; “focus on 
process, not just content”; “create assignments for real 
audiences and with real purpose” (emphasis added); 
“teach argument, not persuasion”; and “increase text 
complexity.”  

ASCD, formerly the Association for Supervision 
and Curriculum Development, along with Grant 
Wiggins and Joseph McTighe, who developed a 
program for teaching called Understanding By Design, 
are working together to promote the Common Core. 
They believe it is a mistake to view Common Core as 
the same old thing repackaged with new ribbons. They 
argue that a close examination of the standards 
provides deeper insights into effective teacher. I am 
suspicious of their endorsement and those of many 
publishers and educational organizations because their 
glowing endorsement of Common Core is coupled with 
an effort to sell instructional videos, workshops for 
teachers, and printed material for use by students. 

 

Use and Misuse of Common Core 
I have been skeptical about the arguments made in 

favor of Common Core. In Huffington Post columns I 
was critical of a tendency in Common Core to promote 
skill development and what I see as rote learning and 
test preparation at the expense of student mastery of 
content knowledge, approaches to problem solving, 
and conceptual understanding. Despite my reservations 
and disagreements, I lead staff development workshops 
where I show teachers how Common Core, while not a 
panacea for the problems of education, can be useful. 
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In this section I explore plusses and minuses in 
Common Core and invite you to join the discussion. 

As a teacher educator I have been involved in 
endless hours of debate at faculty meetings, workshops 
for field supervisors, school-based staff development, 
and classes for pre-service teachers on the meaning of 
the new Common Core Standards and how to integrate 
them into secondary school curricula. Among other 
things, I learned that many teachers’ organizations 
share my concerns. For example, at its annual meeting 
held in Saratoga Springs the weekend of March 23-25, 
2012 the New York State Council for the Social 
Studies passed a series of resolutions condemning the 
national and state common core standards for 
marginalizing social studies. The resolutions charged 
that attention to skills-based programs in math and 
reading left little time or money in K-12 classrooms for 
effective instruction in social studies, citizenship, and 
history. The Council, in a move that I supported, 
demanded that New York State develop a new set of 
core standards that emphasize the teaching of social 
studies, citizenship, and history. 

There is suspicion about the value of Common 
Core at the highest educational levels. The chief 
academic officer of New York City schools warned 
principals to be wary, “There's lots and lots of books 
that have got fancy, pretty stickers on them saying 
'Common Core,' but they actually haven't changed 
anything in the inside.” 
 

We Already Do That 
Most of the better teachers I work with look at the 

Common Core Standards and say wearily, “What’s 
new? We already do that.” My response is, “Yes we 
do. But now we have to be more conscious about our 
classroom practices and how we will achieve our goals 
for student learning and more systematic in our 
planning and assessment of student performance. We 
also need to ensure that we coordinate instruction 
across the subject areas and grades.” Conscious 
Decision-making. Systematic Planning. Coordinating 
Instruction. For me, these are the key positive 
contributions of Common Core. 

 At their best, the Common Core Standards can 
draw the attention of teachers to the need for conscious 
decision-making, systematic planning, and coordinated 
instruction as they work to develop student academic 

skills. If Common Core promotes a higher level of skill 
and understanding by students as they master content 
knowledge and formulate their own questions about a 
subject and the world, it performs a useful function and 
should be broadly supported. Imagine students reading 
The Hunger Games (2008) in ELA classes while 
discussing child labor and bondage in the world today 
in social studies; reading Huckleberry Finn (1994) in 
ELA while discussing censorship in China in social 
studies; reading the work of Mildred Taylor and To 
Kill A Mockingbird (1960) in ELA while discussing 
the pre-Civil Rights era U.S. South; or Europa, Europa 
(1997) and Survival at Auschwitz (1995) by Primo Levi 
while learning about the European Holocaust. 

During summer 2012, after a series of workshops 
with high school teachers on the usefulness of 
Common Core as a guide to instruction and 
curriculum, I started to say something else as well. 
Content area teachers have to turn common core on its 
head. The fundamental problem with Common Core as 
many workshop participants argued is that it is 
conceptually backwards. Instead of motivating students 
to learn by presenting them with challenging questions 
and interesting content rooted in their interests and 
experiences, it removes substance from learning. 
According to EngageNY, a website that encourages 
New York State teachers and schools to incorporate 
Common Core in their curricula, content area teachers 
outside of ELA are supposed to emphasize literacy 
experiences instead of the subjects they usually teach. 
Skill acquisition is at the forefront of instruction and 
assessment. As a result, the tendency is for skills to be 
decontextualized, which means they are taught and 
practiced divorced from meaning. If this happens, 
Common Core offers students no reason to learn. 

The Common Core standards, if they separate the 
learning of skills from content and understanding, 
point teachers in the wrong direction. Instead of 
allowing state education departments and schools to 
devalue content area subjects such as the social studies 
and sciences and turn them into remedial classes where 
students practice reading, writing, and mathematical 
skills, Language Arts and math, the skills-based 
classes, should be turned into resource centers that 
support student understanding of the world, of its 
history, economics, biology, the environment, 
literature, music, the arts, etc.  
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Literacy should not be viewed simply as a 
technical skill. According to noted Brazilian educator 
Paulo Freire, critical literacy requires reading and 
understanding both the world and the word so that 
people have the ability to use words to change the 
world. In this view, literacy is a necessary action for 
individual and societal freedom. Freire argues, and I 
agree, that interest in and the ability to “read the 
world” naturally precedes the ability to “read the 
word.” When students are motivated to learn and want 
to discover new things about the world around them, 
skill acquisition comes easily. We learn to read the 
same way we learn to walk and talk. But when students 
are turned-off by learning and boring classroom 
practices, they will never acquire more than 
rudimentary skills. Just think how many of us practiced 
musical scales on the piano before we developed any 
enjoyment of performing and how this approach to 
learning completely turned us off to a future in music. 
 

Hands-on Historical Analysis 
The most common activity in a social studies 

classroom should be document analysis, document 
defined broadly to include edited and unedited primary 
sources, written statements, transcribed speeches, 
photographs, pictures, charts, graphs, cartoons, and 
even material objects. To promote student literacy, a 
well-organized curriculum should have students read 
and write about primary source documents in their 
ELA classes while they are analyzing them and 
discussing their historical context in social studies. 

I suggest a similar paring between mathematics 
and science. Math is a language that allows us to 
describe certain things such as velocity, size, location, 
and ratios in great precision. Biology, chemistry, 
physics, and geology offer problems for students to 
explore while math provides them with the language to 
describe their experiments and conclusions.  

Probably the most important concept in any of the 
sciences is cause and effect and the most important tool 
in establishing cause and effect is the idea of balance. I 
think Newton expressed it best when he established 
three physical laws of motion in his Principals of 
Mathematics, which was first published in 1687. The 
third law postulates that for every action there is an 
equal and opposition reaction. Action and reaction, two 
sides of the equation, are balanced.  

All of Newton’s laws can be expressed both in 
words and using the language of math. In fact Newton 
invented calculus, not to torment high school and 
college students, but to more precisely describe 
physical motion when objects were accelerating and 
decelerating at uneven rates. 

 I have always felt that algebra is the key to 
understanding all math, in fact it is math itself with 
arithmetic only being a sub-set of algebra. In 
arithmetic, students balance two sides of an equation 
with all the numbers or known quantities on one side 
of the equal or balance sign. In algebra and other forms 
of more complex mathematics, the known and 
unknown quantities can be anywhere on either side of 
the balance or equal sign. There is a scene in the movie 
Stand and Deliver where Jaime Escalante pleads with 
one of his students to “fill the hole,” to balance the 
equation, to recognize that the positive and the 
negative of a number together must always equal zero. 
It is a very powerful scene.  

I had a similar “ah-ha” moment when I was 
helping my son study for a chemistry test. He was 
trying to memorize chemical formulas without success 
and I was not much help because I had the same 
problem with chemistry when I was in high school. 
Suddenly we both realized that we were looking at 
algebraic equations and the key to every chemical 
formula was balancing both sides of the equation. The 
only difference was that energy was a new unknown; it 
had to either be added to one side to make the equation 
work or released on the other side after the chemicals 
bonded into a new compound. 

I found an ally in my campaign to morph content, 
skills and understanding in online videos by Dan 
Meyers, a former high school math teacher based in the 
San Francisco Bay area. Meyers argues in “Math class 
needs a makeover” that math classes need to focus on 
conceptualizing and solving problems rather than 
memorizing what are for students meaningless 
formulas. 

I believe Meyers’ ideas fit in nicely with The 
Algebra Project, an approached developed by Bob 
Moses, a Civil Rights activist from the 1960s, who 
promotes the idea that all children can master math. In 
the Algebra Project, Moses lays out a five-step 
approach to teaching and understanding algebra. If it 
were up to me, I would write Moses’ approach to 
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pedagogy directly into the Common Core and mandate 
it, not only for mathematics instruction, but in every 
subject area. The five steps are: 

 

1. Students participate in a physical experience, like 
a trip, where they see examples of what they are 
studying (e.g., arches, geometric shapes, suspension 
bridges). 
2. Following the trip, students draw pictorial 
representations or construct models of what they 
have observed. 
3. Next, they discuss and write about the event in 
their everyday dialect or intuitive language. Moses 
calls this stage “People Talk.” 
4. Their oral and written reports are then 
translated into the standard dialect or structured 
language as part of “Feature Talk.” 
5. In the last step, students develop symbolic or 
Algebraic representations that describe what they 
have learned. They present these representations in 
class and explore how they can be used to describe 
other phenomena. 

 

I use a similar approach in middle school social 
studies classes. I take students on a walking tour that 
includes the Brooklyn Bridge that connects the New 
York City boroughs of Manhattan and Brooklyn. From 
an overlook on the Brooklyn side of the bridge they 
“see” how the completion of the bridge in the late 19th 
century made possible one integrated city. They sketch 
the bridge, take photographs, and walk across it. When 
we return to class they construct and present model 
suspension bridges using their images. Expert groups 
prepare reports on the history of the bridge, the 
geography of New York City, the people who 
constructed it, and the technology involved in creating 
a suspension bridge. They work in teams to assist each 
other in formalizing their reports and translating them 
into “Feature Talk.” In the last step, students transform 
their reports into interactive electronic presentations. 

The Algebra Project and the Meyers video 
reminded me of “math” experiences I had at a summer 
work camp for neighborhood teenagers from Brooklyn 
in the 1970s and 1980s. It illustrates the importance of 
real world problem-solving as part of mathematics. I 
was working with teams of six teenagers and our goal 
was to re-roof cabins in the woods. We had to load 90 
pound rolls of 3 foot by 50 foot tar paper on a flat bed 

truck, drive as close to the cabin as possible, carry the 
90 lbs. rolls of tar paper to the cabin, and then carry 90 
lbs. rolls of tar paper up the ladder to the roof. I think 
you get my point. These were heavy rolls of tar paper. 

I asked my work team how many rolls of tar paper 
they thought we needed for the roofing job and 
suggested we calculate the amount we needed using 
geometry. They did not want to be bothered. It would 
be easier to carry the tar paper up to the roof than it 
would be to solve the problem, or so they thought.  

By the time we got the rolls of tar paper to the 
work site they were rethinking their decision. It was 
hot and the tar paper was heavy. The first teen 
struggled getting up a few rungs of the ladder but 
finally made it. He called down “this is too hard. We 
better learn the math.” We measured the roof and then 
calculated exactly how many three-foot wide fifty-foot 
long rolls of tar paper we needed for the job. It was still 
hard getting them up the ladder, but we only took as 
many as we actually needed. Real world math had 
triumphed over student resistance. 

In the song “Kodachrome,” singer and composer 
Paul Simon complained about “all the crap” he learned 
in high school and wondered how he can still “think at 
all.” The lyrics to this song have always been among 
my favorites. Despite all the crap at highly regarded 
Bronx High School of Science that I attended in the 
1960s, and there was plenty of it, I remember two 
good, at least interesting, academic experiences from 
high school. One happened in math and the other in 
social studies, but they share a common thread. 

 In 1965 I was in 10th grade. I was a solid “80” 
student without much effort, but I scored a 97 on the 
end-of-the-year New York State Geometry Regents. 
This must have set off some bells because I was called 
down to the math office and asked to explain a 
seventeen-step proof I devised for one of the problems, 
a problem that only required seven or eight steps. I 
looked at the two solutions, the officially 
recommended answer and mine, shrugged, and said “I 
guess I wasn’t paying attention the day they went over 
that theorem in class.” I had not learned their way 
because I was not interested. But I liked an intellectual 
challenge so I invented my own way. Imagine 
teaching, imagine a world, if instead of forcing 
students to routinely regurgitate our way schools 
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helped them discover their own ways of solving 
problems and doing things. 

 The following year in social studies we were 
studying United States history. My teacher argued the 
Declaration of Independence was the most perfect 
document ever written and challenged students in the 
class to find any mistake or vagueness. He offered five 
bonus points on the next report card as a reward. 

 Given my consistently less than stellar 
performance in high school, I was not that interested in 
the five points. What I really wanted was to find a 
“mistake or vagueness” and show up the top scorers in 
class. I spent the night reading and rereading the 
Declaration and one point stuck with me. 

 

Close Reading of the Declaration 
 According to the second paragraph of the 

Declaration, to secure the inalienable rights of 
humankind, “Governments are instituted among Men, 
deriving their just powers from the consent of the 
governed.” The authors of the Declaration and the 
assembly that voted for independence from Great 
Britain, argued, “whenever any Form of Government 
becomes destructive of these ends, it is the Right of the 
People to alter or to abolish it . . .” 

 “The Right of the People” to rebellion was my 
vague point. Did the founders mean aggrieved parties 
could rebel even if they constituted a small minority? 
Was this right being granted to an educated elite, a 
simple majority, or did the transformation of 
government require a unanimous or near unanimous 
vote? I concluded, and the teacher accepted my 
argument, that they were intentionally vague on this 
point because (a) they did not know how much support 
they really had for independence; (b) once in power, 
they did not want constant rebellions by the people that 
they would rule, especially by the lower classes; and 
(c) they owned enslaved Africans and were not 
offering them rights or human status and certainly not 
granting them the right to rebel against bondage and 
injustice. Not only did the teacher award me the five 
points on my report card, but he also gave me a book 
by historian Carl Becker where Becker raised similar 
ideas. http://www.ushistory.org/declaration/document/ 

 What I think these two instances have in common 
is that in both cases I responded to the challenge to 

solve a problem that for whatever reasons caught and 
held my interest. I could not have solved the problems 
without the “skills,” but I never invested in learning the 
skills until I was captivated by the problems. 

My friend, colleague, and former student Pablo 
Muriel has demonstrated similar things in his work at 
University Heights High School in the Bronx. Pablo’s 
“Participation in Government” students are involved in 
a range of political actions that are meaningful to their 
own lives. They fought to keep their school from being 
closed and as a result became active in citywide 
campaigns against school closings. They participated 
in Occupy Wall Street and helped organize an Occupy 
Fordham Road in the Bronx. They became community 
activists and organized a petition drive in the South 
Bronx against closing of local post offices. They 
became HIV/AIDS peer educators and produced 
videos promoting safe sex. And while they were doing 
these things they wrote, wrote, wrote about their ideas 
and experiences. Students with writing phobia and 
histories of poor school performance became proficient 
at developing and explaining their ideas orally and in 
writing. Many of these students have posted comments 
on my Huffington Post blogs. Many have defied 
expectations and gone on to college. Pablo is now 
documenting their progress as part of a literacy 
doctorate at Hofstra University. 

 

Students Need Reasons To Invest In Learning 
What Pablo and I believe, and what I am 

concerned that Common Core misses, is that students 
need reasons to invest in learning. It is hard work and 
they have to care about what they are doing. Students 
master skills best when they are using skills to discover 
things they really want to know. Meaningful learning is 
about problem solving, thinking, analyzing, organizing, 
and explaining, not memorization. In most cases skills 
are not learned independently of content and purpose. 

In other words, Common Core will only make a 
significant difference in student performance when it 
recognizes the importance of motivating students to 
learn by engaging them in solving real problems where 
they can see the relationship to their lives. If it just 
pushes skills, it will not work. 
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 Are austerity and budget cuts the solution to the current economic crisis?  
(Common Core H.S. Exit-level Activity Sheet) 

 
YES. Alan Greenspan, chairman of the U.S. Federal 
Reserve from 1987 to 2006. 
http://online.wsj.com/article/SB10001424052748704198
004575310962247772540.html#articleTabs%3Darticle 

NO. Paul Krugman, New York Times columnist, 
professor of Economics at Princeton University, and 
a recipient of the Nobel Prize in Economics. 
http://www.nytimes.com/2013/01/07/opinion/krugman-
the-big-fail.html?src=ISMR_AP_LO_MST_FB 

 
Questions: 
1. How do Greenspan and Krugman agree or disagree about the causes of the current economic problems? 
2. What do they see as necessary solutions to the current economic problems? 
3. In your opinion, why do they discuss an analogy between governments and households? 
4. Which of these two positions makes the most economic and political sense to you? Explain. 
 
GREENSPAN: In the 1950s U.S. federal budget deficits 
were no more politically acceptable than households 
spending beyond their means. Regrettably, that now 
quaint notion gave way over the decades, such that 
today it is the rare politician who doesn't run on 
seemingly costless spending increases or tax cuts with 
borrowed money. A low tax burden is essential to 
maintain America's global competitiveness. But tax cuts 
need to be funded by permanent outlay reductions. The 
current federal debt explosion is being driven by an 
inability to stem new spending initiatives. Having 
appropriated hundreds of billions of dollars on new 
programs . . . it is very difficult for Congress to deny an 
additional one or two billion dollars for programs that 
significant constituencies perceive as urgent. The federal 
government is currently saddled with commitments for 
the next three decades that it will be unable to meet in 
real terms . . . We cannot grow out of these fiscal 
pressures . . . We must avoid persistent borrowing from 
abroad. We cannot count on foreigners to finance our 
current account deficit indefinitely. Only politically 
toxic cuts or rationing of medical care, a marked rise in 
the eligible age for health and retirement benefits, or 
significant inflation, can close the deficit. I rule out large 
tax increases that would sap economic growth  and 
accordingly achieve little added revenues . . . The 
United States, and most of the rest of the developed 
world, is in need of a tectonic shift in fiscal policy. 
Incremental change will not be adequate. In the past 
decade the U.S. has been unable to cut any federal 
spending programs of significance. 

KRUGMAN: The financial crisis [in 2008] led, through 
several channels, to a sharp fall in private spending: 
residential investment plunged as the housing bubble 
burst; consumers began saving more as the illusory 
wealth created by the bubble vanished, while the 
mortgage debt remained. And this fall in private 
spending led, inevitably, to a global recession . . . [A]n 
economy is not like a household. A family can decide to 
spend less and try to earn more. But in the economy as a 
whole, spending and earning go together: my spending 
is your income; your spending is my income. If 
everyone tries to slash spending at the same time, 
incomes will fall — and unemployment will soar . . . 
[G]overnments needed to step in, spending to support 
their economies while the private sector regained its 
balance. And to some extent that did happen: revenue 
dropped sharply in the slump, but spending actually rose 
as programs like unemployment insurance expanded and 
temporary economic stimulus went into effect. Budget 
deficits rose, but this was actually a good thing, 
probably the most important reason we didn’t have a full 
replay of the Great Depression. But it all went wrong in 
2010. The crisis in Greece was taken, wrongly, as a sign 
that all governments had better slash spending and 
deficits right away. Austerity became the order of the 
day . . . The premature turn to austerity, it turns out, was 
a terrible mistake . . . [I]n America, Republicans insist 
that they’ll use a confrontation over the debt ceiling — a 
deeply illegitimate action in itself — to demand 
spending cuts that would drive us back into recession. 
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Why did the United States enter World War I? (Common Core 11th Grade Document Package) 
Instructions: In his message to Congress asking for a Declaration of War against Germany on April 2, 1917, 
President Woodrow Wilson said, “It is a fearful thing to lead this great peaceful people into war, into the most 
terrible and disastrous of all wars, civilization itself seeming to be in the balance. But the right is more precious 
than peace, and we shall fight for the things which we have always carried nearest our hearts—for democracy, for 
the right of those who submit to authority to have a voice in their own governments, for the rights and liberties of 
small nations, for a universal dominion of right by such a concert of free peoples as shall bring peace and safety to 
all nations and make the world itself at last free.” 
  

This document package requires that you examine different explanations for why the United States entered World 
War I and to make a case which explanation or explanations you find most convincing. You will examine the 
documents as part of a team and collectively answer the questions that accompany each group of documents. Your 
end product will be an individual effort. Each student will write a letter of a minimum of 250 words to The New 
York Times dated April 3, 1917 either supporting or opposing the U.S. Declaration of War on Germany. State your 
point of view clearly and support it with evidence from the primary and secondary source documents. 
 

A. How do historians view U.S. entry into in WW1? 
1. Richard Hofstadter (The American Political Tradition, 1948) argues there were economic considerations behind 
U.S. entry into the war: “America became bound up with the Allies in a fateful union of war and prosperity . . .   
[President Wilson] was forced to find legal reasons for policies that were based not upon law but upon the balance 
of power and economic necessities.”  
 

2. George Kennan (American Diplomacy, 1951) argues that Americans came to understand that Germany was a 
threat, although British propaganda was also a factor: “As time went on, there grew up . . . a realization of the 
danger of defeat that confronted the Entente powers and an awareness of the damage that would be done to our 
world position by the elimination of England as a strong force in the world. In addition to this, the superiority of 
British propaganda, and other factors, began to work to the benefit of the Allied cause . . . The result was a gradual 
growth of pro- Allied sentiment, and particularly in the minds of responsible American leaders. This sentiment was 
enough to cause Wilson . . . to water down our neutrality policy to the benefit of the British . . . [O]ur entry, when it 
came, was over an issue of neutrality.” 
 

3. Arthur Link (Wilson the Diplomatist, 1957) sees President Wilson as an honest proponent of neutrality and the 
United States as a nation dragged into the war: “Wilson struggled hard and on the whole successfully to be 
impartial in thought as well as in deed . . . [A]]l of his policies were aimed either at averting American participation 
on Britain’s side or at ending the war on terms that would have denied the spoils of victory to Britain and her allies 
. . . An absolute neutrality was in any event impossible because of the total character of the war and America’s 
importance in the world economy . . . [B]y virtue of Wilson’s leadership, American neutrality was not merely a fact 
in the spring of 1916, but the most important and the most hopeful fact of international life at the time.”  
 

4. William Appleman Williams (The Tragedy of American Diplomacy, 1959) sees economic motives at work: “In 
restoring America’s foreign trade by tying it to England and France . . . , rather than by insisting on economic 
neutrality, Wilson and American businessmen tied themselves to a prosperity based on the Allied war program. 
Wilson developed no other plan to end the depression, and hence this way of dealing with the problem exerted a 
subtle but persuasive on later decisions. Economic ties to the allies also reinforced the bias of Wilson’s ideology 
and morality toward defining German naval warfare as the most important diplomatic issue of the war.” 
 

5. John Milton Cooper (Woodrow Wilson, 2009) describes President Wilson as pragmatic with clear and limited 
goals: “Wilson . . . had no illusions about leading a worldwide crusade to impose democracy . . . [S]peaking to 
foreign journalists, he declared, “There isn’t any one kind of government which we have the right to impose upon 
any nation. So that I am not fighting for democracy except for those peoples that want democracy” . . . Wilson's 
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most renowned policy statement, the Fourteen Points, addressed specific problems of the time as much as larger 
conditions . . . Wilson's moral authority and America's lesser taint of imperialism made the soberly stated Fourteen 
Points a rallying ground for liberals and progressives throughout the world . . . In World War I, he . . . fought with 
all the means at his disposal for limited aims — something less than total, crushing victory. This was a delicate 
task, but he succeeded to a remarkable extent.” 
Questions 
1. Which of the historians quoted here suspects an “economic” motive? 
2. Which historian most strongly supports the actions of President Wilson? Explain. 
3. In your opinion, which historian presents the strongest argument? Explain. 
 

B. Was the issue freedom of the seas and opposition to submarine warfare? 

  

1. War Zone Maps – Britain Mines North Sea, 1914 German Submarine Warfare Zone, 1915 
 

2. Memorandum, of the German Government concerning retaliation against Great Britain's illegal interference with 
trade between neutrals and Germany, February 4, 1915 (Source: http://digicoll.library.wisc.edu/): Just as England 
has designated the area. between Scotland and Norway as an area of war, so Germany now declares all the waters 
surrounding Great Britain and Ireland including the entire English Channel as an area of war, and thus will proceed 
against the shipping of the enemy. For this purpose beginning February 18, 1915, it will endeavor to destroy every 
enemy merchant ship that is found in this area of war without its always being possible to avert the peril, that thus 
threatens persons and cargoes. Neutrals are therefore warned against further entrusting crews, passengers and wares 
to such ships. Their attention also called to the fact, that it is advisable for their ships to avoid entering this area, for 
even though the German naval forces have instructions to avoid violence to neutral ships . . . the contingencies of 
naval warfare their becoming victims of torpedoes directed against enemy ships cannot always be avoided.  
 

3. U.S. Response to Germany, February 10, 1915. 
The Government of the United State views those possibilities with 
such grave concern that it feels it to be its privilege, and, indeed, 
its duty . . . to request the Imperial German Government to 
consider, before action is taken, the critical situation in respect of 
the relation between this country and Germany - which might arise 
were the German naval force, in carrying out the policy 
foreshadowed in the Admiralty's proclamation, to destroy any 
merchant vessel of the United States or cause the death of 
American citizens. It is, of course, not necessary to remind the 
German Government that the sole right of a belligerent in dealing 
with neutral vessels on the high seas is limited to visit and search, 
unless a blockade is proclaimed and effectively maintained, which  
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this Government does not understand to be proposed in this case. 
To declare or exercise a right to attack and destroy any vessel 
entering a prescribed area of the high seas without first certainly 
determining its belligerent nationality and the contraband character 
of its cargo would be an act so unprecedented in naval warfare that 
this government is reluctant to believe that the Imperial 
Government of Germany in this case contemplates it as possible. 

4. Warning Notice / Questions 
1. How did Germany and Britain try to 
prevent other countries from trading with 
their enemies? 
2.How did the U.S. respond to the warning?  
3. In your opinion, was the United States 
treaty Britain and Germany equally? 
Explain 

 

C. Was the U.S. pursuing its own economic advantage? 
1. Secretary of State William Jennings Bryan to President Woodrow Wilson, August 10, 1914: “Money is the worst 
of all contrabands because it commands everything else . . . I know of nothing that would do more to prevent war 
than an international agreement that neutral nations would not loan to belligerents . . . We are the one great nation 
which is not involved, and our refusal to loan to any belligerent would naturally tend to hasten a conclusion of the 
war . . . If we approved of a loan to France we could not, of course, object to a loan to Great Britain, Germany, 
Russia, or to any other country, and if loans were made to these countries, our citizens would be divided into 
groups, each group loaning money to the country which it favors and this money could not be furnished without 
expressions of sympathy . . . The powerful financial interests which would be connected with these loans would be 
tempted to use their influence through the newspapers to support the interests of the Government to which they had 
loaned because the value of the security would be directly affected by the result of the war . . . All of this influence 
would make it all the more difficult for us to maintain neutrality as our action on various questions that would arise 
would affect one side or the other and powerful financial interests would be thrown into the balance.” 
 

2.  U.S. Trade with Belligerents, 1914-1916 
Nation 1914 1915 1916 % change 
Great Britain $594 million $912 million $1,527 million + 257% 
France $160 million $369 million $629 million + 393% 
Italy $74 million $185 million $269 million + 364% 
Germany $345 million $29 million $290 thousand - 1,150% 
 

3. Senator George Norris, Republican from Nebraska: "We ought to have maintained from the beginning the 
strictest neutrality. If we had done this I do not believe we would have been on the verge of war at the present time . 
. . We are going into war upon the command of gold. We are going to run the risk of sacrificing millions of our 
countrymen’s lives in order that other countrymen may coin their lifeblood into money." 
 

4. Eugene V. Debs, Union leader and Socialist candidate for President: “War does not come by chance. War is not 
the result of an accident . . . In all these nations, the great industries are owned by a relatively small class. They are 
operated for the profit of that class . . . The master class has always brought a war and the subject class has fought 
the battle . . . Years ago I recognized my kinship with all living beings, and I made up my mind that I was not one 
bit better than the meanest on earth . . . I have not a drop of blood to shed for the oppressors of the working class 
and the robbers of the poor.” 
 

5. The Impact of War on Key U.S. Industries                   
Year        Value of Coal      Tons of Steel 
1914       $493 million         25.6 million 
1916       $665 million         46.7 million 
1918    $1,497 million         49.0 million 

Questions 
1. Why Bryan oppose loans to belligerents? 
2. Based on the charts, was Bryan successful? Explain.  
3. Why do Norris and Debs oppose U.S. entry into World War I? 
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D. Was the cause a commitment to democracy and human rights or British propaganda? 
1. Report of the Committee on Alleged German Outrages 
(1915): “The [German] officer . . . ordered the soldiers to 
break down the door . . . The peasant came and asked what 
they were doing. The officer said he did not come quickly 
enough . . . His hands were tied behind his back, and he was 
shot at once without a moment’s delay. The wife came out 
with a little sucking child. She put the child down and sprang 
at the Germans like a lioness. She clawed their faces. One of 
the Germans took a rifle and struck her a tremendous blow 
with the butt on the head. Another took his bayonet and fixed 
it and thrust it through the child. He then put his rifle on his 
shoulder with the child up it, its little arms stretched out once 
or twice. The officers ordered the houses to be set on fire, and 
straw was obtained, and it was done. The man and his wife and 
the child were thrown on the top of the straw. There were 
about 40 other peasant prisoners there also, and the officer 
said: ‘I am doing this as a lesson and example to you. When a 
German tells you to do something next time you must move 
more quickly.’ The regiment of Germans as a regiment of 
Hussars, with cross-bones and a death's head on the cap.” 

 
2. Illustration claiming German atrocities in 
Belgium, Life magazine, 1915. 

 

3. President Woodrow Wilson, War Message, April 2, 1917: “Our object now, as then, is to vindicate the principles 
of peace and justice in the life of the world as against selfish and autocratic power and to set up among the really 
free and self-governed peoples of the world such a concert of purpose and of action as will henceforth ensure the 
observance of those principles. Neutrality is no longer feasible or desirable where the peace of the world is involved 
and the freedom of its peoples, and the menace to that peace and freedom lies in the existence of autocratic 
governments backed by organized force which is controlled wholly by their will, not by the will of their people . . . 
A steadfast concert for peace can never be maintained except by a partnership of democratic nations. No autocratic 
government could be trusted to keep faith within it or observe its covenants . . . The world must be made safe for 
democracy. Its peace must be planted upon the tested foundations of political liberty. We have no selfish ends to 
serve. We desire no conquest, no dominion. We seek no indemnities for ourselves, no material compensation for 
the sacrifices we shall freely make. We are but one of the champions of the rights of mankind. We shall be satisfied 
when those rights have been made as secure as the faith and the freedom of nations can make them.” 
 

4. Senator Robert M. La Follette Votes Against a Declaration of War: “The President proposes alliance with Great 
Britain, which, however liberty-loving its people, is a hereditary monarchy, with a hereditary ruler, with a 
hereditary House of Lords, with a hereditary landed system, with a limited and restricted suffrage for one class and 
a multiplied suffrage power for another, and with grinding industrial conditions for all the wage workers. The 
President has not suggested that we make our support of Great Britain conditional to her granting home rule to 
Ireland, or Egypt, or India . . . The failure to treat the belligerent nations of Europe alike, the failure to reject the 
unlawful “war zones” of both Germany and Great Britain is wholly accountable for our present dilemma. We 
should not seek to hide our blunder behind the smoke of battle to inflame the mind of our people by half truths into 
the frenzy of war in order that they may never appreciate the real cause of it until it is too late. I do not believe that 
our national honor is served by such a course.” 
Questions 
1. According to the Report of the Committee on Alleged German Outrages, what happened in Belgium? 
2. What evidence is there that British propaganda influenced the U.S. decision to enter the war? 
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3. Why did President Wilson believe the U.S. must enter the war? 
4. Why did Senator La Follette vote against the declaration of war? 
 

E. Was the U.S. acting in self-defense? 
1. The Zimmerman Telegram, Source: National Archives, http://historymatters.gmu.edu/d/4938 
“We intend to begin on the first of February unrestricted submarine warfare. We shall endeavor in spite of this to 
keep the United States of America neutral. In the event of this not succeeding, we make Mexico a proposal or 
alliance on the following basis: make war together, make peace together, generous financial support and an 
understanding on our part that Mexico is to reconquer the lost territory in Texas, New Mexico, and Arizona. The 
settlement in detail is left to you. You will inform the President of the above most secretly as soon as the outbreak 
of war with the United States of America is certain and add the suggestion that he should, on his own initiative, 
invite Japan to immediate adherence and at the same time mediate between Japan and ourselves. Please call the 
President’s attention to the fact that the ruthless employment of our submarines now offers the prospect of 
compelling England in a few months to make peace.” 
 

2. Germany Recruits Mexico as an Ally 

 

3. U.S. Territory previously belonging to Mexico 

 
 

4. Former President Theodore Roosevelt, America at War (1918). This war is a war for the vital interests of 
America. When we fight for America abroad we save our children from fighting for America at home beside their 
own ruined hearthstones. We believe that the large majority of Americans are proudly ready to fight to the last for 
the overthrow of the brutal German militarism which threatens America no less than every other civilized nation. 
We believe that it would be an act of baseness and infamy, an act of unworthy cowardice, and a betrayal of this 
country and of mankind to accept any peace except the peace of overwhelming victory, a peace based on the 
complete overthrow of the Prussianized Germany of the Hohenzollerns. 
 

Questions 
1. What was the Zimmerman Telegram? 
2. What grievances did Mexico have against the United States? 
3. In your opinion, would the cartoonist support U.S. entry into the war? Explain. 
4. Why did former President Theodore Roosevelt believe the United States had to enter World War I? 
 

 

Exit Project: Write a letter of a minimum of 250 words to The New York Times dated April 3, 1917 either 
supporting or opposing the U.S. Declaration of War on Germany. State your point of view clearly and support it 
with evidence from the primary and secondary source documents. 
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The Common Core State Standards – An Introduction 
Source: http://www.corestandards.org/ELA-Literacy 

The Common Core State Standards for English Language Arts & Literacy in History/Social Studies, Science, 
and Technical Subjects (“the Standards”) are the culmination of an extended, broad-based effort to fulfill the charge 
issued by the states to create the next generation of K–12 standards in order to help ensure that all students are 
college and career ready in literacy no later than the end of high school. 

The present work, led by the Council of Chief State School Officers (CCSSO) and the National Governors 
Association (NGA), builds on the foundation laid by states in their decades-long work on crafting high-quality 
education standards. The Standards also draw on the most important international models as well as research and 
input from numerous sources, including state departments of education, scholars, assessment developers, 
professional organizations, educators from kindergarten through college, and parents, students, and other members 
of the public. In their design and content, refined through successive drafts and numerous rounds of feedback, the 
Standards represent a synthesis of the best elements of standards-related work to date and an important advance 
over that previous work. 

As specified by CCSSO and NGA, the Standards are (1) research and evidence based, (2) aligned with college 
and work expectations, (3) rigorous, and (4) internationally benchmarked. A particular standard was included in the 
document only when the best available evidence indicated that its mastery was essential for college and career 
readiness in a twenty-first-century, globally competitive society. The Standards are intended to be a living work: as 
new and better evidence emerges, the Standards will be revised accordingly. 

The Standards are an extension of a prior initiative led by CCSSO and NGA to develop College and Career 
Readiness (CCR) standards in reading, writing, speaking, listening, and language as well as in mathematics. The 
CCR Reading, Writing, and Speaking and Listening Standards, released in draft form in September 2009, serve, in 
revised form, as the backbone for the present document. Grade-specific K–12 standards in reading, writing, 
speaking, listening, and language translate the broad (and, for the earliest grades, seemingly distant) aims of the 
CCR standards into age- and attainment-appropriate terms. 

The Standards set requirements not only for English language arts (ELA) but also for literacy in history/social 
studies, science, and technical subjects. Just as students must learn to read, write, speak, listen, and use language 
effectively in a variety of content areas, so too must the Standards specify the literacy skills and understandings 
required for college and career readiness in multiple disciplines. Literacy standards for grade 6 and above are 
predicated on teachers of ELA, history/social studies, science, and technical subjects using their content area 
expertise to help students meet the particular challenges of reading, writing, speaking, listening, and language in 
their respective fields. It is important to note that the 6–12 literacy standards in history/social studies, science, 
and technical subjects are not meant to replace content standards in those areas but rather to supplement 
them. States may incorporate these standards into their standards for those subjects or adopt them as content area 
literacy standards. 

As a natural outgrowth of meeting the charge to define college and career readiness, the Standards also lay out 
a vision of what it means to be a literate person in the twenty-first century. Indeed, the skills and understandings 
students are expected to demonstrate have wide applicability outside the classroom or workplace. Students who 
meet the Standards readily undertake the close, attentive reading that is at the heart of understanding and enjoying 
complex works of literature. They habitually perform the critical reading necessary to pick carefully through the 
staggering amount of information available today in print and digitally. They actively seek the wide, deep, and 
thoughtful engagement with high-quality literary and informational texts that builds knowledge, enlarges 
experience, and broadens worldviews. They reflexively demonstrate the cogent reasoning and use of evidence that 
is essential to both private deliberation and responsible citizenship in a democratic republic. In short, students who 
meet the Standards develop the skills in reading, writing, speaking, and listening that are the foundation for any 
creative and purposeful expression in language. 
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How The Standards Are Designed 
Source: http://www.corestandards.org/ELA-Literacy/introduction/key-design-consideration 

 

CCR and grade-specific standards: The CCR standards anchor the document and define general, cross-
disciplinary literacy expectations that must be met for students to be prepared to enter college and workforce 
training programs ready to succeed. The K–12 grade-specific standards define end-of-year expectations and a 
cumulative progression designed to enable students to meet college and career readiness expectations no later than 
the end of high school. The CCR and high school (grades 9–12) standards work in tandem to define the college and 
career readiness line—the former providing broad standards, the latter providing additional specificity. Hence, both 
should be considered when developing college and career readiness assessments. Students advancing through the 
grades are expected to meet each year’s grade-specific standards, retain or further develop skills and understandings 
mastered in preceding grades, and work steadily toward meeting the more general expectations described by the 
CCR standards. The Standards use individual grade levels in kindergarten through grade 8 to provide useful 
specificity; the Standards use two-year bands in grades 9–12 to allow schools, districts, and states flexibility in high 
school course design. 
 

1. A focus on results rather than means: By emphasizing required achievements, the Standards leave room for 
teachers, curriculum developers, and states to determine how those goals should be reached and what additional 
topics should be addressed. Thus, the Standards do not mandate such things as a particular writing process or the 
full range of metacognitive strategies that students may need to monitor and direct their thinking and learning. 
Teachers are thus free to provide students with whatever tools and knowledge their professional judgment and 
experience identify as most helpful for meeting the goals set out in the Standards. 
 

2. An integrated model of literacy: Although the Standards are divided into Reading, Writing, Speaking and 
Listening, and Language strands for conceptual clarity, the processes of communication are closely connected, as 
reflected throughout this document. For example, Writing standard 9 requires that students be able to write about 
what they read. Likewise, Speaking and Listening standard 4 sets the expectation that students will share findings 
from their research. 
 

3. Research and media skills blended into the Standards as a whole: To be ready for college, workforce 
training, and life in a technological society, students need the ability to gather, comprehend, evaluate, synthesize, 
and report on information and ideas, to conduct original research in order to answer questions or solve problems, 
and to analyze and create a high volume and extensive range of print and nonprint texts in media forms old and 
new. The need to conduct research and to produce and consume media is embedded into every aspect of today’s 
curriculum. In like fashion, research and media skills and understandings are embedded throughout the Standards 
rather than treated in a separate section. 
 

4. Shared responsibility for students’ literacy development: The Standards insist that instruction in reading, 
writing, speaking, listening, and language be a shared responsibility within the school. The K–5 standards include 
expectations for reading, writing, speaking, listening, and language applicable to a range of subjects, including but 
not limited to ELA. The grades 6–12 standards are divided into two sections, one for ELA and the other for 
history/social studies, science, and technical subjects. This division reflects the unique, time-honored place of ELA 
teachers in developing students’ literacy skills while at the same time recognizing that teachers in other areas must 
have a role in this development as well. Part of the motivation behind the interdisciplinary approach to literacy 
promulgated by the Standards is extensive research establishing the need for college and career ready students to be 
proficient in reading complex informational text independently in a variety of content areas. Most of the required 
reading in college and workforce training programs is informational in structure and challenging in content; 
postsecondary education programs typically provide students with both a higher volume of such reading than is 
generally required in K–12 schools and comparatively little scaffolding.  
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What Is Not Covered By The Standards 
1.The Standards define what all students are expected to know and be able to do, not how teachers should teach. 
For instance, the use of play with young children is not specified by the Standards, but it is welcome as a valuable 
activity in its own right and as a way to help students meet the expectations in this document. Furthermore, while 
the Standards make references to some particular forms of content, including mythology, foundational U.S. 
documents, and Shakespeare, they do not — indeed, cannot — enumerate all or even most of the content that 
students should learn. The Standards must therefore be complemented by a well-developed, content-rich curriculum 
consistent with the expectations laid out in this document. 
 
2. While the Standards focus on what is most essential, they do not describe all that can or should be taught. A great 
deal is left to the discretion of teachers and curriculum developers. The aim of the Standards is to articulate the 
fundamentals, not to set out an exhaustive list or a set of restrictions that limits what can be taught beyond what is 
specified herein. 
 
3. The Standards do not define the nature of advanced work for students who meet the Standards prior to the end of 
high school. For those students, advanced work in such areas as literature, composition, language, and journalism 
should be available. This work should provide the next logical step up from the college and career readiness 
baseline established here. 
 
4. The Standards set grade-specific standards but do not define the intervention methods or materials necessary to 
support students who are well below or well above grade-level expectations. No set of grade-specific standards can 
fully reflect the great variety in abilities, needs, learning rates, and achievement levels of students in any given 
classroom. However, the Standards do provide clear signposts along the way to the goal of college and career 
readiness for all students. 
 
5. It is also beyond the scope of the Standards to define the full range of supports appropriate for English language 
learners and for students with special needs. At the same time, all students must have the opportunity to learn and 
meet the same high standards if they are to access the knowledge and skills necessary in their post–high school 
lives. Each grade will include students who are still acquiring English. For those students, it is possible to meet the 
standards in reading, writing, speaking, and listening without displaying native-like control of conventions and 
vocabulary. The Standards should also be read as allowing for the widest possible range of students to participate 
fully from the outset and as permitting appropriate accommodations to ensure maximum participation of students 
with special education needs. For example, for students with disabilities reading should allow for the use of Braille, 
screen-reader technology, or other assistive devices, while writing should include the use of a scribe, computer, or 
speech-to-text technology. In a similar vein, speaking and listening should be interpreted broadly to include sign 
language. 
 
6. While the ELA and content area literacy components described herein are critical to college and career readiness, 
they do not define the whole of such readiness. Students require a wide-ranging, rigorous academic preparation and, 
particularly in the early grades, attention to such matters as social, emotional, and physical development and 
approaches to learning. Similarly, the Standards define literacy expectations in history/social studies, science, and 
technical subjects, but literacy standards in other areas, such as mathematics and health education, modeled on 
those in this document are strongly encouraged to facilitate a comprehensive, schoolwide literacy program. 
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Students Who Are College And Career Ready 
http://www.corestandards.org/ELA-Literacy/introduction/students-who-are-college-and-career-ready-in-reading-

writing-speaking-listening-language 
 
They demonstrate independence. Students can, without significant scaffolding, comprehend and evaluate 
complex texts across a range of types and disciplines, and they can construct effective arguments and convey 
intricate or multifaceted information. Likewise, students are able independently to discern a speaker’s key points, 
request clarification, and ask relevant questions. They build on others’ ideas, articulate their own ideas, and confirm 
they have been understood. Without prompting, they demonstrate command of standard English and acquire and 
use a wide-ranging vocabulary. More broadly, they become self-directed learners, effectively seeking out and using 
resources to assist them, including teachers, peers, and print and digital reference materials. 
 
They build strong content knowledge. Students establish a base of knowledge across a wide range of subject 
matter by engaging with works of quality and substance. They become proficient in new areas through research and 
study. They read purposefully and listen attentively to gain both general knowledge and discipline-specific 
expertise. They refine and share their knowledge through writing and speaking. 
 
They respond to the varying demands of audience, task, purpose, and discipline. Students adapt their 
communication in relation to audience, task, purpose, and discipline. They set and adjust purpose for reading, 
writing, speaking, listening, and language use as warranted by the task. They appreciate nuances, such as how the 
composition of an audience should affect tone when speaking and how the connotations of words affect meaning. 
They also know that different disciplines call for different types of evidence (e.g., documentary evidence in history, 
experimental evidence in science). 
 
They comprehend as well as critique. Students are engaged and open-minded—but discerning—readers and 
listeners. They work diligently to understand precisely what an author or speaker is saying, but they also question 
an author’s or speaker’s assumptions and premises and assess the veracity of claims and the soundness of 
reasoning. 
 
They value evidence. Students cite specific evidence when offering an oral or written interpretation of a text. They 
use relevant evidence when supporting their own points in writing and speaking, making their reasoning clear to the 
reader or listener, and they constructively evaluate others’ use of evidence. 
 
They use technology and digital media strategically and capably. Students employ technology thoughtfully to 
enhance their reading, writing, speaking, listening, and language use. They tailor their searches online to acquire 
useful information efficiently, and they integrate what they learn using technology with what they learn offline. 
They are familiar with the strengths and limitations of various technological tools and mediums and can select and 
use those best suited to their communication goals. 
 
They come to understand other perspectives and cultures. Students appreciate that the twenty-first-century 
classroom and workplace are settings in which people from often widely divergent cultures and who represent 
diverse experiences and perspectives must learn and work together. Students actively seek to understand other 
perspectives and cultures through reading and listening, and they are able to communicate effectively with people 
of varied backgrounds. They evaluate other points of view critically and constructively. Through reading great 
classic and contemporary works of literature representative of a variety of periods, cultures, and worldviews, 
students can vicariously inhabit worlds and have experiences much different than their own. 
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Summary of Common Core Standards for Social Studies 
Prepared by Michael Pezone, High School for Law Enforcement, Queens, NY 

 
Reading 
R1: Cite textual evidence to support conclusions  
R2: Determine central ideas; provide accurate summary 
R3: Analyze events and ideas and causality 
R4: Determine meanings, including use of key terms 
R5: Analyze how text is structured, and how portions contribute to whole 
R6: Compare viewpoints; assess reasoning/evidence; assess how point of view shapes content 
R7: Use of multiple sources of info (charts, research data, visual, etc.) 
R8: Evaluate author's premises/claims/evidence; challenge with other information 
R9: Integrate information from multiple sources; compare approaches 
R10: Read and comprehend texts independently and proficiently 
 
Writing 
W1: Write arguments to support claims in an analysis of substantive topics or texts using valid or relevant and 
sufficient evidence 
W2: Write informative/explanatory texts clearly/accurately; effectively select, organize, and analyze content 
W3: Write narratives 
W4: Produce clear, coherent writing 
W5: Planning, revising, editing, rewriting 
W6: Use technology to produce and publish writing and collaborate with others 
W7: Conduct short and sustained research 
W8: Use/assess multiple sources; avoid plagiarism; use proper format for citation 
W9: Use evidence from literary/informational texts to analyze, reflect, research 
W10: Write routinely 
 
Speaking and Listening 
SL1: Collaborative discussions, work civilly/democratically, set goals, respond to and evaluate ideas and diverse 
perspectives, and use additional research when necessary 
SL2: Integrate multiple sources in diverse formats and media; evaluate credibility  
SL3: Evaluate speaker's point of view, reasoning and evidence 
SL4: Present findings/evidence; convey clear perspective; address alternate perspectives 
SL5: Use digital media to enhance understandings and add interest 
SL6: Adapt speech; demonstrate command of formal English 
 
Language 
L1: Demonstrate command of standard English  
L2: Demonstrate command of conventions (capitalization, punctuation, spelling) 
L3: Understand how language functions in different contexts, make effective style choices 
L4: Determine/clarify meaning of unknown words/phrases using context, analyzing word parts, and consulting 
reference materials  
L5: Demonstrate understanding of figurative language 
L6: Use academic and domain-specific language, at college and career levels 

 



 

Social Science Docket                                                  18                                                        Summer-Fall 2013 

 
 

 
 

Common Core 
History Standards for Students 

 

Reading 
*Cite evidence, figure out key ideas, and summarize! 

*Analyze events, ideas, causes and effects! 
*Analyze evidence and compare viewpoints! 

*Use multiple sources of information! 
 

Writing 
*Write arguments using evidence! 

*Write clearly and accurately! 
*Plan, edit, revise, and rewrite! 

*Use technology to produce and publish writing! 
*Conduct research using multiple sources! 
*Avoid plagiarism and use proper formats! 

 

Speaking and Listening 
*Work together civilly and democratically! 

*Respond to and evaluate ideas and perspectives! 
*Use multiple sources and evaluate believability! 
*Evaluate speaker's point of view and evidence! 

*Present findings and evidence! 
*Address alternate perspectives! 

 

Language 
*Show command of standard English! 

*Understand how language works in different contexts! 
*Figure out meanings of unknown words/phrases! 

*Use academic language at college and career levels! 
 

Developed by Michael Pezone, High School for Law Enforcement and Public Safety 
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Filling the Filing Cabinet: Achieving Common Core 
Standards with History Alive Strategies 

This article is based on a presentation at the 2013 GMNYSSC Conference. Kevin Sheehan presented with Molloy 
College preservice teacher education students Michael Griffin, Megan Kelly, and Katherine Lapelosa. For further 
information contact Kevin Sheehan at Ksheehan1@molloy.edu. 
 

The people of the United States are overweight, out 
of shape, and among the least physically fit in the 
world. This is a crisis! My goal, in the interest of our 
overall national health, is that every American should 
be able to run a seven-minute mile within a year. To 
achieve this goal, I have broken our training regime 
down into standards and benchmarks, expected times, 
month-by-month expectations, and strenuous workouts 
designed to meet the needs of each individual. 

Now we are not really in charge of national physical 
fitness. But as social studies teachers, we play a vital 
role in developing the nation’s intellectual fitness. That 
is why National Common Core Standards, because 
they push teachers to define achievable academic 
standards and benchmarks, expected performance 
levels for students, and month-by-month expectations, 
and to develop strenuous intellectual workouts 
designed to meet the needs of each individual student, 
are important and must be included in our lesson, unit, 
and curricula planning. 

On the most basic level, Common Core standards 
demand that students learn to reach informed opinions 
based on evidence. This requires that they expand their 
ability to read non-fiction sources and find main ideas, 
master making inferences and discovering perspectives 
in sources, see issues from the perspectives of others, 
and learn to express themselves orally and in writing 
using correct language.  

Common Core standards promote shifts in focus for 
developing English-Language Arts literacy that need to 
be incorporated into social studies education. 

  

1. Balancing Informational and Literary Text 
2. Building Knowledge in the Disciplines 
3. Staircase of Complexity 
4. Text-based Answers 
5. Writing from Sources 
6. Academic Vocabulary 

 

For example, “[I]n order to prepare students for the 
complexity of college and career ready texts, each 

grade level requires a ‘step’ of growth on the 
‘staircase’” of complexity. This requires that social 
studies teachers are patient, create more time and space 
in the curriculum for close and careful reading, and 
provide appropriate and necessary scaffolding and 
supports so that it is possible for all students to climb 
the stairs of complexity. This goal is achieved as 
“[t]eachers insist that classroom experiences stay 
deeply connected to the text on the page and that 
students develop habits for making evidentiary 
arguments both in conversation, as well as in writing to 
assess comprehension of a text.” In addition, student 
writing “needs to emphasize use of evidence to inform 
or make an argument rather than the personal narrative 
and other forms of decontextualized prompts . . . While 
the narrative still has an important role, students 
develop skills through written arguments that respond 
to the ideas, events, facts, and arguments presented in 
the texts they read.” 

The real issue behind common core will not be the 
standards themselves, but how to motivate students to 
reach for those standards. This requires a systematic 
knowledge of how learning takes place and how to 
translate this knowledge into effective pedagogy.  

Learning requires repetition to develop and make 
permanent neural pathways in the brain. Reading, 
writing, and thinking, just like athletic achievement 
and musical performance, requires thousands of hours 
of practice. It also requires a high degree of motivation. 
Without motivation or ignition, the necessary intensity 
of practice does not happen. More than anything else, 
Common Core will require a series of effective 
strategies to motivate students!  

These strategies include making a game of learning 
to encourage reading, writing, and thinking, but also 
fill the cabinet of student brains with the information 
they need to make effective analyses and solve 
problems. David Willingham, a neuroscientist from 
Virginia, in Why Kids Don’t Like School (Josey-Bass 
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2009), suggests that kids do not like school because the 
human brain was not initially designed for the kind of 
thinking that is required in schools. He believes that 
the human brain developed to ensure survival in a 
world where humans were living in caves. Willingham 
postulates that the brain is much like a filing cabinet 
where students search for stored answers. When the 
brain cannot find the required answer, the student 
grows frustrated and unhappy. But in schools, we often 
ask students to locate answers that have not put in their 
filing cabinets or have not been organized and filed 
away. Willingham believes we can improve school by 
getting the information into the filing cabinets. This is 
especially true in social studies where teachers often 
end up having “class” discussions where only two or 
three students participate – because they are the only 
ones that possess the requisite information in their 
cabinets. I think Willingham’s notion of filing cabinets 
provides for the perfect marriage of Common Core 
literacy strategies and social studies. As students 
accumulate information in their filing cabinets, there is 
a greater opportunity to develop critical thinking skills 

I find the common core requirement to create good 
arguments based on an analysis of information really 
lends itself to the social studies classroom. Students 
love a good fight. We need to frame projects and 
essential questions that draw them into the debate over 
the past. For example, a seventh grade class can 
discuss whether the industrial revolution more positive 

or more negative. On many occasions I have seen this 
topic ignite student passions as they debate the answer, 
but also the criteria for making the decision. For 
example, must it make life better for everyone? What 
happens if some people are turned into slaves or 
exploited factory workers? 

In lessons, I try to use the History Alive enjoinder to 
make lessons alive by having students act out what 
they read in texts. Are small hands better for operating 
certain types of machinery? How does migration affect 
people who move to new lands? I also encourage as 
much student participation as possible by employing 
cooperative learning with specific tasks for each team 
member. One project I especially recommend is 
“create a statue.” 
 

Create a Statue 
Students are placed in groups representing different 
perspectives. They are given written descriptions of 
their group (immigrants, factory owners, farmers, 
middle-class professionals, labor leaders) that they will 
use along with their prior knowledge to create a statue 
representing the group and the era. Students use 
whatever props are available to them for their statue. 
Individual students will not be able to explain the 
project to the class unless touched by the teacher, so all 
team members must be prepared. The class must figure 
out the main idea represented by the statue. 
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Five Little Arguments: Teaching Progressive Issues 
Using the Common Core Standards 

by Mark Pearcy 
 

As of this writing, the Common Core Standards 
have been adopted by 45 states including New York 
and New Jersey. Teachers throughout the country are 
trying to determine what impact these standards will 
have on their own planning and instruction. Currently, 
the New York State Education Department is not 
considering the creation of new standards to replace 
those currently used statewide, recommending that “the 
[Common Core Standards] be infused with existing 
standards in those areas.” New Jersey, too, plans to 
have Common Core literacy standards infused into the 
state’s current social studies requirements. Teachers 
are understandably reluctant to discard strategies that 
have worked in the past. What teachers need is an 
understanding of how high-quality, critical social 
studies instruction may look after it is adjusted to the 
new Common Core standards. 

A standing challenge for any social studies teacher 
is to show how events from our past still impact the 
events of today. This article details a lesson about the 
Progressive era from the 1890s to the 1920s in U.S. 
history, a period generally marked by a shared belief in 
the power of social and political institutions to address 
human suffering. The issues that concerned 
Progressives, child labor, voting rights, education 
reform, bigotry, and corruption are recognizable to 
most Americans, though some are less of an imperative 
in the modern era. The purpose of this lesson, “Five 
Little Arguments,” is to contemporize these 
Progressive issues, so students can observe how social 
and political disputes, while altered in detail, often 
remain with us today.  

The lesson illustrates several of the major themes 
of the Progressive movement by updating them, 
creating more contemporary scenarios that highlight 
the Progressive belief that reform efforts could create 
enduring solutions to lingering social crises. For 
example, the issue of child labor was of paramount 
importance to Progressives. While students today may 
empathize with the suffering inherent in this problem, 
it carries little immediacy with them, since the issue 

effectively disappeared in the U.S. after the Progress-
ive era. Perhaps more importantly, the concept that 
government should take an active role in eradicating 
such problems has largely become a fait accompli with 
students. Creating modern versions of Progressive 
issues allows students to consider one of the central 
themes of the era, the proper role of government. 

 While the roots of these scenarios are fairly 
evident to most educators, they have the virtue of being 
obscure enough for students to interact with them 
without prior knowledge, avoiding the tendency 
towards “presentism,” the habit of viewing the past 
through the lens of the present. One virtue of this 
lesson is its adaptability. A teacher can use it in 
advance of more traditional content-oriented 
instruction about the Progressive era or use this activity 
at the conclusion of such instruction to clarify the 
importance of the issues Progressives focused on.  

In this lesson, the “quaintness” of some Progress-
ive-era arguments disappears when issues are 
unmoored from their own historicity. This activity uses 
a “gallery walk” strategy in which students move about 
the room in varying directions and speeds, interacting 
with the activity’s documents in a relatively haphazard 
fashion. This approach, while flexible and energetic, 
comes with its own challenges. Frequently, students 
will discuss the issues as they move through the 
activity and discussions can become heated. It is 
imperative for teachers to circulate throughout the 
activity to moderate discussions that may be going too 
far and to instigate deeper analysis when students are 
making hasty, ill-considered decisions. Students will 
occasionally neglect to consider alternative viewpoints 
on these issues, and thus, there is an onus on the 
teacher to model that perspective. A purpose of the 
lesson is not only to highlight the arguments of the 
Progressive era, but also to recreate them. 

After the gallery walk, a whole-group discussion of 
the “five little arguments” should be conducted to elicit 
student responses and to fill in the historical blanks. On 
occasion, I have also conducted a post-lesson trivia 
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contest to see if students can identify the historical 
identities portrayed in these scenarios. After the lesson 
is concluded, students should turn in their recorded 
answers to each scenario’s prompt along with 
justification for their positions.  

The framework for social studies instruction under 
the new Common Core Standards focuses primarily on 
literacy, or the ability “to read complex text indep-
endently and proficiently.” The standards emphasize 
the value of argument literacy, the “ability of students 
to write sound arguments on substantive topics and 
issues.” Central to this is the concept that K-12 
educators should “‘teach the conflicts’ so that students 
are adept at understanding and engaging in argument 
(both oral and written) when they enter college.”  

The standards also quote Richard Fulkerson’s 
admonition that the need for such skills is “not victory 
but a good decision, one in which all arguers are at risk 
of needing to alter their views, one in which a 
participant takes seriously and fairly the views 
different from his or her own.” Five Little Arguments 
gives students an opportunity to practice oral argument 
literacy and to consider the complexity of the issues 
facing historical figures and contemporary society.  

Social studies teachers are understandably 
concerned about the impact Common Core Standards 
will have on instruction. But lessons such as “Five 
Little Arguments” fit well into the conceptual 
framework currently promoted by the Common Core 
and the states that have adopted it. This activity allows 
students to consider the themes of the Progressive era 
still being debated today. What is the proper role of 
government? What is a public education for? What 
should be done about poverty and inequality? To what 
degree can the government tax its citizens? What is the 
nature of race relations in present-day America? Rather 
than overemphasizing names, dates, and places, this 
activity asks students to consider historical perspect-
ives and how those views echo in the modern world. 

The “Five Little Arguments” generally correspond 
to a Progressive-era issue of contention and the 
characters in these scenarios are largely based on or 
inspired by influential figures of the period. Of the five 
scenarios, education, journalism, social class, race 
relations, and poverty, several directly emulate a 
historical debate while modernizing for student 
engagement, while some are aimed more at the 

underlying principles of the Progressive era. Below is a 
brief description of the “Five Little Arguments” and 
the historical antecedents and issues embedded in each. 
Education: A high school principal, “John Dewey,” 
promotes a reformed approach to public education, in 
which students are allowed to create their own majors 
and determine for themselves what subjects and topics 
they will investigate. This approach is opposed by 
“Eric Hirsch,” a parent concerned that without an 
emphasis on a shared canon of knowledge, the school’s 
graduates will have no ability to be effectively 
measured or their abilities rewarded. Social studies 
educators will recognize the historical issue at stake in 
this scenario as well as the thinly veiled references, 
though generally students will not. The hypothetical 
“Lincoln Steffens High School” takes its name from 
the Progressive-era “muckraker” journalist, but the two 
main protagonists of this scenario are both educational 
reformers, though from decidedly different eras. John 
Dewey (the “principal”) advocated a “constructivist” 
approach to social studies education that emphasized 
democratic values and opposed the traditional 
emphasis on the “mere amassing of information apart 
from the direct interests of life.” Eric Hirsch is a 
reference to E.D. Hirsch, the author of Cultural 
Literacy and the founder of Core Knowledge, an 
organization which promotes the concept that 
education should largely be aimed at promulgating a 
shared canon of knowledge that is foundational to the 
American identity. In this scenario, students are 
introduced to a fundamental educational debate, rooted 
in the Progressive era — what is the proper role of 
schools, to help students “construct” their own 
intellectual identity, or to promote a national, uniquely 
“American” character? 
The Press: Students examine the role of an aggressive, 
independent press, a hallmark of the Progressive era. A 
reporter, “David Woodstein” (a composite of 
Watergate-era Bob Woodward and Carl Bernstein), 
discovers that a U.S. senator had an extramarital affair 
and fathered a child. The senator, “John Harding” (a 
reference to Warren G. Harding, a President whose 
administration suffered repeated scandals) pleads with 
the reporter to quash the story, since it will only hurt 
innocents — the Senator’s family and his constituents. 
The editor of the fictional newspaper insists that the 
Senator’s occupation makes such a report a public 
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concern. Students must confront the same questions 
regarding the right to a free press that Progressives 
did— does the public have a right to know about the 
personal and moral behavior of their elected leaders? Is 
this the sort of issue that reporters should address?  
Social Class: Students consider the policy of “the 
Addams County School District,” which is planning to 
move a significant number of students from a relatively 
wealthy school (“Carnegie High”) to a high-minority, 
high-poverty school (“Booker High”) in order to pass 
the benefits of motivated teachers and parents, as well 
as the costs of supporting such traits, to the entire 
community, rather than only those who have greater 
material resources. The plan is opposed by a parents’ 
group that insists each school and the community that 
surrounds it is responsible for their issues and the 
government should play no role in trying to mitigate 
them. Though not an issue common to the history of 
the Progressive era, the concept of student relocation 
gained traction, especially in the form of “busing” in 
many communities, from the mid-1960s through the 
late 1970s. This issue, relatively unknown to students, 
is engaging and is representative of Progressive 
ideology and policy. Students confront the issue of 
correcting disparities in class and opportunity. Students 
often respond vocally and passionately to this issue.  
Race Relations: This scenario is not based on a purely 
Progressive-era issue, but is drawn from a modern 
example. In Montgomery County, Georgia, as recently 
as 2009, students at the local high school held two 
proms, one for white students and one for black 
students. At fictional “Colvin High School” students 
are conflicted. Some students want to end what they 
see as a painful reminder of segregation. Others 

maintain that the school’s tradition is not harmful and 
should not be altered. In the real-life case, the school’s 
students decided to hold an integrated prom the 
following year. This hypothetical situation is at the 
heart of Progressive reform. Can local communities 
choose to behave in a discriminatory manner if a 
majority of its citizens agree with the policy? Or is the 
“greater good” of society at stake, requiring a more 
interventionist approach to local affairs?  
Poverty: Similar to the issue of race relations, this 
scenario is not confined to the Progressive era. The 
President proposes raising tax rates on the wealthiest 
Americans to combat poverty. The opposition party 
resists, asserting that wealth is emblematic of hard 
work and initiative, and that the government has no 
right to engage in social leveling by taking from the 
rich to give to the poor.” This issue will often have 
particular immediacy for students, coming on the heels 
of a presidential election in which the issue of tax rates 
on wealthy Americans was so conspicuously debated. 
The concept of higher tax rates determined by 
increased income was first enshrined in federal law 
during the Civil War. It became a national reality with 
the passage of the 16th Amendment in 1913. There are 
two topics in this scenario, increased taxes on the rich 
and the proper role of government in eliminating 
poverty. Students often engage in vigorous debate over 
this latter question, especially over the origins and 
persistence of poverty. The concept of the “American 
Dream” and its central conceit, that hard work and 
initiative will generally result in economic success is 
taken seriously by many students, while others view 
poverty as a systemic failure of this “dream,” one for 
which all Americans are ultimately responsible.  

 

“FIVE LITTLE ARGUMENTS” LESSON PLAN 
Objectives: In completing this lesson, students will be able to evaluate the core philosophical issues facing the 
Progressive era and contemporary American society, including: education reform, the role of journalism, social 
class, race relations, and poverty.  
New York State Standards for Social Studies: Standard 1: “The study of New York State and United States 
history requires an analysis of the development of American culture, its diversity and multicultural context, and the 
ways people are unified by many values, practices, and traditions.” Standard 5: “Students will use a variety of 
intellectual skills to demonstrate their understanding of the necessity for establishing governments; the government-
al system of the U.S. and other nations; the U.S. Constitution; the basic civic values of American constitutional 
democracy; and the roles, rights, and responsibilities of citizenship, including avenues of participation.” 
New Jersey State Standards for Social Studies: “6.1.12.A.6.a: Evaluate the effectiveness of Progressive reforms 
in preventing unfair business practices and political corruption and in promoting social justice.” 
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Common Core Reading Standards for Literacy in History/Social Studies (2013): Determine the central ideas or 
information of a primary or secondary source; provide an accurate summary that makes clear the relationships 
among the key details and ideas. Analyze the author’s purpose in providing an explanation, describing a procedure, 
or discussing an experiment in a text, identifying important issues that remain unresolved. 
Materials: “Five Little Arguments” student activity handout and placards 
Procedure: This activity can be used in advance of content-oriented instruction on the Progressive era and thus 
serve as an engaging introduction to that period’s major themes, or as a review activity after such content 
instruction has occurred. Prior to the lesson, the teacher should display the “Five Little Arguments” placards around 
the classroom. Since there are five placards, a useful strategy is to make several copies of each one and display 
them sequentially on each wall of the room, space permitting, to prevent students clustering around a single 
“argument.” The teacher should explain to the students that the “arguments” contained in this activity are 
fictionalized versions of arguments that were prevalent during the Progressive era. Students should be directed to 
move about the room, read the placards, and discuss with each other the proper response (the teacher may choose to 
group students in order to facilitate such discussion). After such discussion, the students should record their choices 
and provide justification. After the gallery walk, the teacher should reform the students and conduct a whole-group 
discussion of the “arguments,” the students’ decisions, and the historical antecedents reflected in each.  
Essential questions: 
1. What is the purpose of a public education? 
2. What is the value of an independent press? What are the drawbacks? To what degree should a public figure’s 

private life be available to the public?  
3. What role should the government take in promoting equality of opportunity for minorities and the poor? What 

are the pros and cons of such governmental intervention?  
4. What are the arguments for and against progressive taxation? Should the government place a proportionally 

heavier tax burden on the wealthiest Americans?  
 

 “FIVE LITTLE ARGUMENTS” PLACARDS FOR GALLERY WALK 
EDUCATION: Lincoln Steffens High School has almost 1600 students, mostly lower-
middle to middle class. A new principal, John Dewey, is appointed and immediately 
announces that the normal class schedule will be suspended and replaced by a new set of 
academic options. “Students will study and learn when they can focus on what interests 
them,” Mr. Dewey announces. “We have to stop trying to teach every student the same 
set of subjects, especially subjects that don’t engage them at all.” From this point on, Mr. 
Dewey announces, students will create their own “majors,” and teachers will work to 
help them learn as much about a certain topic as they want to. Students will help create 
their own activities, projects, and tests, and will graduate when a committee of students  
and teachers determine they have reached an expert level in their field. Many parents object to this, including Eric 
Hirsch, who has two children at the school. “Colleges won’t accept our students with education like this,” Hirsch 
complains. “Students have to have a body of knowledge that everyone shares. Otherwise, how can you tell if 
anyone really learns anything?” Do you support Mr. Dewey’s plan or do you agree with Eric Hirsch? Explain. 
 

PRESS: A reporter at the Daily Intelligencer, David Woodstein, learns that a U.S. Senator, 
John Harding, had an extramarital affair with a former assistant. He ended the affair, but the 
woman is now pregnant. Woodstein believes that Sen. Harding is the father of the child. The 
reporter calls the Senator, who at first denies the affair and then finally admits to it. He says he 
has patched things up with my wife. “She’s forgiven me. I’m going to help the woman out 
financially. If you write this story, you’ll wreck my career, and you’ll hurt a lot of people,   
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including the people I represent in Congress.” Woodstein talks it over with his editor, who says, “He’s a public 
official, and what he does with his private life is important news. Especially if he’s using his own salary to help this 
woman out—that’s public money, taxpayer money.” Should the newspaper publish the story? Explain. 
 

SOCIAL CLASS: The Addams County School District announces plans to change 
student populations at the two high schools. Carnegie High School, located in the 
suburbs, has a population of students that are from mostly wealthy families. Booker 
High School, is located in a high-minority, high-poverty area. The School Board 
plans to take about25% of the students from Carnegie and relocate them to Booker. 
The School Board president explains the move by saying, “For years, Carnegie 
High School has had greater funding from their parents, greater involvement, and 
more involved teachers. Now, with their children going to Booker High, we expect 
those parents to be just as involved. The only way to achieve equal education is to 
try and level the playing field.” Not all are happy about the move. James Morgan’s 
two sons go to Carnegie High and he calls the move to Booker unfair. “It’s not my   
sons’ fault that the other school has problems like drug use, crime, and lousy teachers,” he says. “Why should my 
children become a social experiment?” Mr. Morgan has started a group, Carnegie High Parents, which wants to 
prevent the move. Do you support the School Board or the Carnegie High Parents? Explain. 
 
RACE RELATIONS: Colvin High School in Montgomery, Alabama, is a 
suburban high school with 60% white students and 40% minority students 
(mostly African-Americans). The school was founded in 1916, and was a 
“whites-only” school. In 1965, it was integrated, and black students were 
allowed to attend. For 45 years, Colvin High School has held two proms at 
the end of the school year—one traditionally attended by white students, the 
other attended by black students. The principal of the school, Ben 
Washington, announces that the tradition will end this year, and Colvin High   
will have only one prom, for all students. “The tradition of two proms is a leftover of segregation,” the principal 
announces. “To discriminate based on race is wrong. Even if the students want it this way, just the act of separating 
by skin color is offensive.” The president of the senior class, William Little, disagrees. “It’s not discrimination if 
the students want it this way,” he claims. “We’ve always had two proms. It’s traditional. Anyway, all the students 
get along here pretty good…this is the only thing we really do separately. With whom do you agree? Explain. 
 

POVERTY: The President of the United States, in his first year in office, 
announces a major new plan. He intends to raise the taxes on the wealthiest 1% of 
Americans and use it to combat poverty in the U.S. “We are the richest, most 
powerful nation in the history of the world,” the President announces. “It’s time we 
finally helped those suffering in our communities to finally have good, decent lives. 
Many who are poor are that way because of misfortune, illness, or because they just 
don’t have anyone to help them. Our nation is a community, and we have to act like 
it when we help the poorest among us.” The opposition party speaks out against the 
President’s plan. “It’s not the job of regular Americans to pay for those who haven’t  

 

had good luck or aren’t as hard-working,” one Congressman says. “The Constitution doesn’t give the President the 
right to take from the rich to give to the poor.” Who do you support? Explain. 
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Music-Based Common Core Strategies that Paint the Global Mosaic 
This lesson idea for upper-elementary school students was developed by Kevin Sheehan and students in his 
preservice teacher education classes at Molloy College in Rockville Center, NY. Other lesson ideas with lesson 
plans and materials are available online at http://sheehansocialstudies.com/117312.html. They include lessons on 
the creation of the State of Israel, by Andrew Abberton and Tracy Errante, Indian Independence by Nicholas 
DiBenedetto and Dana Falcone, and the Cuban Missile Crisis by Jennifer Connelly and Michael Lieberman. 
 

Were the barbarians as uncivilized as history depicts them to be? 
Developed by Kaleigh Narracci & Sarah Hogan 

 
Instructional Objective:  After the completion of Directed Reading Thinking Activity (DRTA) using primary 
source readings and a class discussion on the “Fall of the Roman Empire” students will write an argument using 
evidence from the passages to answer the question “Were the Barbarians as uncivilized as history depicts them to 
be?” Students will identify and compare multiple perspectives on a given historical experience. Students will use at 
least three pieces of evidence from the text to support their claim. 
NYS Standard 2 - World History:  Use a variety of intellectual skills to demonstrate their understanding of major 
ideas, eras, themes, developments, and turning points in world history and examine the broad sweep of history from 
a variety of perspectives.  
Key Idea- The study of world history requires an understanding of world cultures and civilizations, including an 
analysis of important ideas, social and cultural values, beliefs, and traditions. This study also examines the human 
condition and the connections and interactions of people across time and space and the ways different people view 
the same event or issue from a variety of perspectives. The students will analyze historic events from around the 
world by examining accounts written from different perspectives. 
Common Core Standards R6:  Compare the point of view of two or more authors for how they treat the same or 
similar topics, including which details they include and emphasize in their respective accounts.  
Motivation: Students will be given the lyrics of “Seven Devils” by Florence and the Machine to analyze and 
answer questions. They will watch the music video (http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=K0czxllEAnc) to introduce 
the lesson on the barbarian invasions. 
Materials: Barbaric Destruction of a Great Empire packet which includes the analysis of a song worksheets as well 
as the DRTA on primary source documents on different perspectives on the Fall of the Roman Empire. 
Strategies 
DRTA – This is a during-reading strategy that engages students throughout the reading with analytical questions.  
This type of reading strategy breaks the passage down into certain sections.  Once the section is complete the 
student has a question to answer, and then they continue on in this fashion until the reading is completed.  DRTA 
strategy allows for the students to use evidence from the text to reflect on the information needed to answer 
questions. 
Class Discussion – The class will discuss the information provided to them in each reading.  In this discussion the 
comparison of different viewpoints will emerge in order to help the students better form a claim with textual 
support to answer the question of “Were the Barbarians as uncivilized as history depicts them to be?” 
Exit Slip – This is a summarizing strategy that helps to tie together loose ends of the lesson.  The purpose of the 
exit slip is to have the students summarize key aspects of the lesson in their own words.  This process reinforces the 
lesson while also providing a means of assessment for the teacher. 
Adaptations – Where appropriate, students receive highlighted DRTA primary source readings. 
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Teachers Discuss Common Core 
  

Michael Pasciuto, Cresskill (NJ) School District: 
Beginning last year, we began running professional 
development pull out sessions to create new curriculum 
that married social studies and English-Language Arts 
through the themes of the Common Core. It has been 
an arduous yet extremely rewarding process. These 
sessions first began with a reworking of social studies 
content, then evolved into creating units and activities 
that measure up to the Common Core Standards. We 
are slowly getting to the point in which social studies 
units mirror the ELA skills and the ELA classes 
support social studies skills.   
 

Henry Dircks, Mepham High School, Bellmore, NY: 
So far, the Common Core Standards have had little 
effect on our curriculum and instruction. We are all 
waiting for the state education department to provide a 
firm scope and sequence for Global and U.S. history 
that incorporates the new standards, and provides 
examples of the assessments that will change the state 
exams. To date we have received very little guidance 
from the state concerning how the curricula may be 
different, or what practices to adopt to reinforce 
Common Core-related skills. Recently, the state 
education department sent out a proposed scope and 
sequence for both courses that shows very little change 
to what we are already teaching. The proposed 
curricular guides are vague on content and make no 
specific recommendations for adopting the new 
standards. In short, we remain in “limbo.” 
 

Erica Martin, Chittenango (NY) Middle School: So far, 
Common Core is not affecting us as much as APPR 
and the integration of co-teaching at all middle school 
levels simultaneously. In my view, Common Core K-8 
Social Studies standards have opened up great collegial 
conversations that have led to increased collaboration 
within our department, but we have had very little 
support, other than our own initiative, in unpacking it. 
There is grave concern in the Social Studies 
department that as the ELA teachers continue to 
develop, realign, and have support in integrating 
Common Core, prime opportunities are being missed 
for our two areas to collaborate and grow as 
reinforcing curricular areas. While there is some 

excitement about the possibilities that the nuanced 
differences to previous state frameworks can lead to, 
there is not enough time to have meaningful con-
versations of depth that also allow for a level of 
accountability as the state moves forward with its 
policies. There are also concerns about the non-trans-
parent nature in which the new CC State Frameworks 
were created, which has already begun to undermine 
the legitimacy of the draft framework for K-8. More 
transparency, dialogue, authenticity and overall more 
of a sense of the democratic process would make all of 
this more successful albeit a bit slower. 
 

Christine Filipkowski, Lawrence Road MS, Uniondale, 
NY: The article “Turning Common Core On Its Head” 
hit the nail on the head. Common Core can be great but 
the key word is “can.” It is very unlikely that it will be 
integrated into the curriculum in a way that enhances 
student learning. Common Core is promoted by people 
who never taught. Plain and simple, students do not 
want to be bored. Can Common Core create in students 
the desire to solve problems and answer questions? 
 

Atif Khalil, Fordham HS for the Arts, Bronx, NY: 
Common Core Learning Standards (CCLS) provide 
teachers, particularly new teachers, a framework for 
developing curriculum and the skills students need for 
college preparedness. These skills are especially 
needed in high needs schools where students are 
entering college at alarming low rates and where many 
of those who do attend are unprepared to do college 
level work. CCLS demands a text-driven approach to 
learning rather than the rote memorization of 
powerpoint notes and multiple choice drilling. In 
addition, it provides standards for public speaking and 
listening that are also fundamental college and 
citizenship skills. Effective teachers were already 
practicing CCLS tasks and skills before these shifts 
were announced. However, these standards force 
ineffective teacher to address higher order thinking 
skills. I see nothing wrong with asking teachers to do 
more thoughtful lesson planning and students to 
engage in more rigorous tasks and activities. 
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Understanding Fiscal Responsibility:  
An Economics Curriculum Debate 

Understanding Fiscal Responsibility is a curriculum package on the nation debt and budget deficit prepared by a 
team based at Teachers College Columbia University with financial support from the Peterson Foundation. Request 
a copy or online access at http://understandingfiscalresponsibility.org/request. This section opens with a statement 
of goals from the Understanding Fiscal Responsibility curriculum guide and offers reviews by teachers, teacher 
educators, and economists. It concludes with a response from Anand Marri, Principal Investigator for the project. 
 

The Federal Budget, National Debt, and Budget Deficit 
Introduction of a report by the Understanding Fiscal Responsibility Project, Teachers College, Columbia University 

The current national debt, owed by the government to the public and itself, is approximately $12 trillion dollars, 
or over 80% of the 2008 GDP. Put another way, the national debt now stands at more than $40,000 for every man, 
woman, and child in the United States. In addition, this year’s annual budget deficit will be approximately $1.35 
trillion dollars, or 10% of the GDP. Over 40 cents on every dollar that the federal government spends this year will 
be borrowed. Unchecked, these realities could, in the long run, have catastrophic effects on our economy. These 
include inflation, higher interest rates, unfavorable exchange rates, the transfer of future income to foreign 
investors, and perhaps even threats to national security. As the current presidential administration tries to increase 
revenues and cut discretionary spending, the national debt will continue to rise for the foreseeable future.  

Unfortunately, many young people—and many adults—do not understand the impact this debt could have on 
their lives. Just as importantly, young people may not grasp their potential role in influencing public policies that 
can address the problems of the national debt and budget deficit to better protect the fiscal health of the nation as 
well as their own future. The issues surrounding the federal budget, national debt, and budget deficit are complex, 
but not beyond the reach of young students. Unfortunately, public education has been complicitous with other 
American institutions such as policymakers and much of the press in keeping citizens in the dark about these 
problems. This study of the treatment of the federal budget, national debt, and budget deficit finds scant treatment 
of these topics in schools today, either in the most widely used economic textbooks or in social studies and 
mathematics state curriculum standards. It is hardly surprising, therefore, that teachers spend so little time 
discussing these topics in their classrooms, another finding of this study. Perhaps most alarming, when the topics of 
budget, deficit, and debt are addressed, they are presented as the consequence of immutable forces as far beyond the 
reach of human intervention as gravity. Working with many social studies teachers who are underprepared in 
economics, students are expected to memorize vocabulary words and facts, but not to use the concepts of debt and 
deficit to analyze budget processes or evaluate their impact on the nation’s fiscal health.  

As bleak as we found the current state of education about these topics, we also found significant opportunities 
to teach these topics. For example, because economics teachers lack preparation in the field, many depend heavily 
on textbooks. It is safe to assume, therefore, that they would be receptive to adoption of “off the shelf” curriculum 
materials for teaching these topics. While these topics are complex, they are inherently interesting to teachers and 
students since they focus on the most important and controversial issues of our day: public policy, budget 
processes, and electoral politics. This leaves a great deal of room for allowing students to consider their own values 
in terms of what the nation’s priorities ought to be and how their elected representatives ought to be responsive to 
the nation’s fiscal problems. Although state curriculum standards are largely silent on these topics, infusing 
material about the budget, deficit, and debt is possible. Not only do the standards provide entry points through 
related content, but, across the curriculum, state standards articulate the expectation that students should master 
complex intellectual tasks, understand conflicting points of view, and make reasoned decisions based on evidence, 
all skills that are essential to working with these topics. 
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A Very Worthy Addition to the Economics Curriculum 
by William Fernekes 

 

With elected officials deeply divided about how to address the long-term fiscal deficit of the U.S. government, 
a team of social studies educators at Teachers College, Columbia University has prepared an issues-centered 
curriculum guide to help integrate study of this complex economic challenge into classroom instruction. The 
project’s goal is to actively engage young people in developing well-informed, critical perspectives through 
discussions of federal fiscal policies that will significantly affect the United States for the foreseeable future. 

The guide includes lessons designed for economics, civics/government, U.S. history, World History and 
mathematics curricula. A printed version has a limited number of lessons, but online there are many more lessons, a 
section on relevant research, web resources ranging across ideological perspectives, and a blog where registered site 
members can join the conversation. Lessons include an overview with an essential dilemma stated as a question, 
key terms, knowledge and process learning objectives, curriculum standards, a list of learning resources, and a 
detailed methodology section. Each lesson also provides opportunities for lesson extensions and a bibliography of 
references, many of which are available online. The guide’s authors established the need for the curriculum in 
scholarly articles detailing the superficial examination of these issues in classroom practice, textbooks, and state-
level standards. A summary of their findings is available in the “Research” section of the website.  

The curriculum is informed by the theory and practice of issues-centered social studies. Lessons avoid a 
“banking” approach to instruction by inviting students and teachers to seek answers to complex questions that do 
not have a pre-determined “right” answer. In the U. S. History section a lesson poses the question: “Social Security 
Act of 1935: Did the creation of a federally administered old-age pension program support or threaten American 
values and traditions?” A range of perspectives is presented in the lesson’s primary and secondary sources, while 
the culminating assessment, a letter to President Franklin D. Roosevelt, requires that students develop a persuasive 
argument pro or con regarding Social Security, support it with evidence from lesson sources, and advocate specific 
actions reflecting their position. This approach enhances student ownership of the learning process and promotes 
deep inquiry into a complex public policy issue. While the lesson’s design requires enhanced preparation and 
implementation time, the gains in student engagement, skill development, acquisition of new knowledge, and 
understanding of public policy from the UFR curriculum far outweigh any tradeoffs in curricular scope. 

While the website incorporates links to additional resources from partisan entities such as The Center for 
American Progress and The Heritage Foundation, and non-partisan ones such as the Congressional Budget Office, 
it should include a human rights perspective on economic decision-making and public policy. This would broaden 
the conversation about fiscal policy, budget priorities, and federal deficits by introducing fundamental economic 
and social rights detailed in the United Nations Universal Declaration of Human Rights. Among these are the right 
to social security (Article 22), the right to work and free choice of employment (Article 23), and the right to an 
adequate standard of living (including food, clothing, housing and social services) (Article 25). By incorporating 
non-U. S. resources that reflect commitments to realizing economic and social rights, conversations about the 
impact of fiscal decisions can address the serious deficiencies evident in the United States’ very mixed efforts to 
address the basic human rights of its population. In addition, with the demography of classrooms rapidly changing, 
it is imperative that lessons accommodate the increasing numbers of English-language learners in the nation’s 
schools. A section on the website to help educators modify UFR lessons for the ELL population would be very 
helpful, along with a glossary of terms in the most prominent languages spoken by the nation’s growing ELL 
student population. 

However, overall, I believe Understanding Fiscal Responsibility is a very worthy addition to the curricula that 
address public policy concerns in school curricula and its web-based presence enhances its capacity to be modified 
and improved over time. 
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This Curriculum Makes the Possibility of Failure Less Likely 
by Rob Schimenz, Queens Vocational & Technical High School 

 

In his introduction to the curriculum, Anand R. 
Marri wrote that the UFR curriculum enables students 
to analyze the significance of the federal budget, 
national debt, and budget deficit in the United States, 
and judge their consequences. Analysis is a higher-
order thinking skill, a skill that we as teachers should 
encourage of our students. In the forward, David 
Colander wrote, “either taxes must go up, spending on 
defense and mandatory spending programs must go 
down, or a compromise must be found.” With these 
statements, the writers put forth the basis for the 
curriculum: to get students to take a serious look at the 
national government’s finances, to eschew slogans and 
propaganda from all sides, and to make their own 
determinations as to the role of government and the 
future of the government’s finances. At the outset, 
then, the curriculum writers seem intent on an honest 
and inclusive discussion. And they do so with lessons 
useful in economics, government, and history classes. 

In the economics section, lesson 1.1, Social 
Security and the National Debt, the essential dilemma 
is “What costs and trade-offs are we willing to accept 
to ensure the benefits of income security to Social 
Security recipients?” The question teaches students 
about trade-offs, one of the most basic economic 
concepts. The introduction includes statements from 
various sides of the discussion, referring to Social 
Security as “a bedrock of the social contract,” and “a 
redistributionist Ponzi scheme,” among others. 
Considering these are currently terms used in 
discussions about Social Security, teaching students to 
analyze some of the critiques of the current system is 
an appropriate, thought-provoking exercise. At once, 
the program is popular and controversial. It’s hard to 
argue with that. Shouldn’t students examine why it’s 
popular? Shouldn’t they also examine why it’s 
controversial? This is the essence of engaging students 
in inquiry. Analyzing information and evaluating 
various sides of a debate are skills with which all 
students should be graduating high school. 

The same goes for lesson 1.2, Medicare and the 
National Debt. The essential dilemma is “Can we 
guarantee quality health care to the elderly in a way 

that is both efficient and equitable?” The focus of the 
lesson is on the trade-offs involved. That’s economics. 
When disagreement on the solution to the high costs of 
Medicare is broached, there are two positions: “Those 
opposed to an increased role . . . ” and “Those in favor 
of an increased role . . . ” There is no discussion of the 
political question of whether there should even be such 
a program.  

 

Not Solely Economics 
The curriculum is not solely economics. Section II, 

Civics and Government, focuses on federal 
responsibility and the role of government, and the 
ramifications of the national debt. Involving students in 
a discussion of the role of government encourages 
them to analyze the scope of our government today. 
Even here, though, there are economics-based lessons 
about trade-offs, such as this essential dilemma: “Can 
the United States make a decision to reduce or modify 
spending on defense without jeopardizing the country’s 
security goals?” Beyond a few brief lessons on the 
Federalist Papers, do high school students have an 
opportunity to study the debates over the role of 
government? Do they get a chance to develop their 
own thoughts on the limits of government in their 
lives? Or are government classes mainly focused on 
lower-ordered thinking skills such as “how a bill 
becomes a law” and the roles of various government 
agencies? 

In Section III, U.S. History, there are lessons on 
the Federal Reserve, the panic of 1893, and the history 
of Social Security, among others. In each, arguments 
for and against are included. These are appropriate 
lessons but as teachers try to cover the curriculum in a 
U.S. History course, showing students that there was, 
for example, a vigorous national debate over enacting 
Social Security gets left out. Most teachers would 
accept that there are numerous sides to political issues 
in history. Perhaps the debates are over. Perhaps not. 
But the curriculum enables students to take a look at 
the historical circumstances, which is crucial to 
recognizing the basis of the debates today. 

Those who want to could find reasons to criticize 
this curriculum. “Fiscal responsibility” has become 
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code for “right wing,” even “Republican.” It shouldn’t 
be. There is little difference between the two major 
parties that would allow one to claim the mantle of 
fiscal responsibility. Nor is the claim that “there is no 
such thing as a free lunch” partisan. Students should be 
encouraged to look at the costs associated with any 
policy they advocate. Fiscal responsibility and the idea 
that there are costs associated with government policies 
are important lessons. Students are not manipulated to 
support tax cuts, reduced government spending, or 
even free markets. They are taught to examine primary, 
immediate effects of policies and spending and to 
recognize secondary, long-term effects. That’s not bias 
and it’s not propaganda. It’s allowing students to do 
just what Professor Colander claims it does: to weigh 
partisan arguments on their merits, not their rhetorical 
flair. Asking students to determine for themselves 
where federal responsibility begins and ends is not 
propaganda, it is a critical component of education.  

Throughout the curriculum, students are 
encouraged to learn vocabulary, and to examine charts 
and graphs, quotations, and political cartoons. They are 

asked to analyze and synthesize issues related to costs 
and benefits, trade-offs, sustainability, and the 
historical and current debates over the proper role of 
government. This curriculum from Teachers College 
contains higher-ordered, well-developed lessons, 
activities, and handouts that encourage students to 
think for themselves. 

“Long term,” Professor Marri wrote, “the quality 
of our electoral response will depend on our ability to 
get our students to dig into this difficult material.” 
Why? Because this curriculum teaches students to look 
at the results of actions they might one day urge 
elected officials to take. The “hard work of analyzing 
the trade-offs” is important. And if our teaching 
doesn’t influence students to think, analyze, and make 
informed decisions, then what is our purpose?  

When David Colander wrote, “either taxes must go 
up, spending on defense and mandatory spending 
programs must go down, or a compromise must be 
found,” he declared that “failing is not an option.” It is, 
but this curriculum makes that possibility less likely. 

 

The TC Economics Curriculum and Ideological Framing 
by Michael Pezone 

 

Teachers College has distributed a package of 
lessons about economics entitled “Understanding 
Fiscal Responsibility: A Curriculum for Teaching 
about the Federal Budget.” In the Foreword, David 
Colander, Professor of Economics at Middlebury 
College, praises the curriculum for introducing 
“students to government debt and deficit issues in a 
nonpartisan way to prepare them for the difficult 
choices they are going to have to make as voters.” He 
adds, “This curriculum is designed to help students cut 
through the partisan obfuscation on both sides.” 
Describing the type of understanding he believes 
necessary to come to terms with the looming economic 
crisis, he writes that “It is not a liberal or conservative 
insight; it is an accounting identity.” In the 
Introduction, Anand R. Marri of Teachers College 
echoes the notion that the curriculum is even-handed, 
writing that the “enclosed lessons do not steer students 
toward any one conclusion . . . Our goal is to have 
students understand the issues in all their 

complexities.” In her letter to educators about the 
curriculum, Teachers College President Susan H. 
Fuhrman also emphasizes the allegedly nonpartisan, 
unifying mission of these lessons. She writes that the 
curriculum invites people “from all points of view to 
ask”: what do fiscal decisions “reveal about us as a 
people” and how can we address fiscal challenges in “a 
manner consistent with our values and traditions?” 

In the words of William Shakespeare, Colander, 
Marri, and Fuhrman “doth protest too much.” The 
curriculum leads students, in fact, along a primrose 
path across a narrow part of the spectrum of economic 
thinking, from fiscally conservative Democratic Party 
“liberalism” to even more fiscally conservative 
Republican conservatism. The curriculum writers and 
Colander, Marri, and Fuhrman seem to assume that 
“nonpartisanship” means “not taking sides between the 
viewpoints of the Democratic and Republican parties 
as currently constituted.” This is evident, for example, 
when Colander writes about the “obfuscation of both 
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sides” as if there are only two sides, and when he 
declaims that there exists a solution to economic crisis 
that both liberals and conservatives can embrace (after 
all, they are the ones who count). The authors seem 
unaware that, more accurately defined, 
“nonpartisanship” means free of any party affiliation or 
bias. Under such a definition, the curriculum fails 
because it omits information and perspectives outside 
of and critical of the accepted paradigm of mainstream 
economic thinking.  

 

Corporate-Sponsored Pre-Packaged Lessons 
Frankly, I am not surprised that this curriculum is 

so limited; after all, it is a corporate-sponsored set of 
pre-packaged lessons delivered to tens of thousands of 
schools that is designed to shape thinking and teaching 
about economics. Would it surprise anyone to learn 
that this curriculum does not lead students to question 
the basic presuppositions of the capitalist system? 
Would it surprise anyone, for example, that while the 
curriculum acknowledges differences of class, it norm-
alizes such differences, disguises class conflict, and 
encourages a generalized notion of the common good?  

Such ideological framing is clearly evident in 
President Fuhrman’s remarks about how fiscal 
decisions reflect on “us as a people” and on “our 
values and traditions.” One must ask: does anyone 
really believe that government economic decision-
making reflects some shared people-hood? Would a 
decision to extend the Bush-era tax cuts or even to 
privatize social security, for example, really teach us 
about the American people and “our” values and 
traditions, or would it only point to continued corporate 
dominance of the political-economy?   

One does not have to go beyond the very first 
lesson in the Teachers College curriculum (Lesson 1-1) 
to understand the ways in which the curriculum 
delimits consideration of important economic issues. 
This lesson purports to present students with a broad 
range of opinion concerning the issue of social 
security. Ideological framing of the lesson is apparent, 
however, right up front, in its inclusion of three 
“Related Curriculum Standards.”  

Content Standard 1, “Scarcity,” tells us that 
resources are limited and “people cannot have all the 
goods and services they want.” This statement is 
amazing! Perhaps there was a misprint, and the 

standard was meant to read that “ALL people cannot 
have all the goods and services they want; only the 
very few who own most of the wealth can have that. 
Everyone else must scratch to get by, and might even 
have to give up security in old age.”  

Content Standard 16, “Role of Government and 
Market Failure,” informs us “that there is an economic 
role for government in a market economy whenever 
the benefits of a government policy outweigh its 
costs.” Of course, while curriculum writers want 
students to use this understanding to examine the 
viability of social security, the curriculum does not 
invite students, for example, to investigate government 
financial assistance to corporations and other forms of 
corporate welfare.  

Content Standard 17, “Government Failure,” tells 
us that the “costs of government policies sometimes 
exceed benefits” and that this may occur because of 
“actions by special interest groups that can impose 
costs on the general public.” This sounds good, but 
unfortunately, Lesson 1-1 does not help students 
understand how special interest groups have created 
fear about a future crisis of the social security system. 

Through a series of cartoons and short quotations, 
Lesson 1-1 leads students to consider the costs and 
benefits of social security and to analyze its 
sustainability, but it leaves out extremely important 
information. Most significantly, students are not able to 
put the issue of social security in proper historical 
context. The lesson does not address the widespread 
claim made over the past decade that the “crisis” in 
social security is a manufactured one, created by 
corporate interests that are seeking to privatize the 
system in order to reap huge profits. Whether true or 
not, this claim should be investigated by students. It 
would encourage critical thinking and it should be part 
of any introduction to the issue. 

Lesson 1-1 also fails to explain that the social 
security system is not financed equitably, but that its 
tax burden falls more heavily on the working class and 
the poor. This is because the social security system 
taxes wage income and not property income, and, 
crucially, there is a cap on taxable wage income that 
today is set at 90,000 dollars, thus exempting high 
level wages. In essence, then, the social security 
system is financed through a regressive tax system. 
John Miller (2005), economist at Wheaton College, in 
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his article entitled “Lift the Cap on Social Security 
Taxes,” writes: “Even FDR acknowledged that relying 
on payroll contributions to finance social security was 
regressive, although he famously argued that with 
those contributions in place “no damn politician can 
ever scrap my Social Security program.” Why isn’t this 
addressed in the Teachers College lesson? Why aren’t 
students informed that simply lifting the cap on social 
security taxes would ensure the viability of social sec-
urity for a long time to come? (see http://mrzine. 
monthlyreview.org/2005/miller160705.html). 

It also would be instructive to students to examine 
how the proposal to lift the cap on social security taxes 
has been met with severe criticism from the likes of the 
conservative think tank The Heritage Foundation, the 
editors of the Wall Street Journal, and other corporate 
spokespersons, for whom proposals to raise taxes on 
the wealthy are anathema. Again, information about 
this controversy would help provoke critical thinking, 

but is sadly absent from the Teachers College 
curriculum.  

There is much else that can be added to support the 
criticism that the Teachers College curriculum is 
ideologically narrow and serves to validate the basic 
structure of the capitalist economic system. For 
example, it fails to address perhaps the most 
fundamental issue about the federal budget deficit: 
Instead of raising taxes on wealthy institutions in order 
to pay for expenditures, the government borrows from 
these institutions. These institutions (e.g. banks) then 
become even wealthier from the interest payments they 
receive, the government falls further into debt, and the 
fiscally conservative call is heard for increased cuts in 
social spending. What does this say about the nature of 
the debt and of government in the United States today? 
Surely an economics curriculum designed to promote 
critical thinking and research would lead students to 
investigate this and other fundamental issues.  

 

Right-Wing Propaganda Masquerading as an Economics Curriculum 
by Alan Singer 

 

On November 12, 2012, Paul Krugman 
(http://www.nytimes.com/2012/11/12/opinion/krugma
n-hawks-and-hypocrites.html?hp&_r=0), an economist 
from Princeton and op-ed columnist for The New York 
Times, sharply criticized “deficit scolds” who have 
been trying to shape the debate in the United States 
over federal economic policy by threatening that the 
country will fall over a “fiscal cliff” unless Congress 
and the President agree to severely cut social service 
programs. 

According to Krugman, “At a time of mass 
unemployment and record-low borrowing costs, a time 
when economic theory said we needed more, not less, 
deficit spending, the scolds convinced most of our 
political class that deficits rather than jobs should be 
our top economic priority. And now that the election is 
over, they’re trying to pick up where they left off.”  

Krugman accused the “deficit scolds” of 
economically being “wrong about everything.” He 
believes they are not really interested in fiscal 
responsibility and warns that they are actually 
promoting a right-wing political agenda that wants to 
decimate the social safety net in the United States, 
especially Medicare and Medicaid. 

Krugman identified the lead player in this pseudo-
economic political campaign as David Walker, former 
C.E.O. of the Peter G. Peterson Foundation. Krugman 
called Walker the “most visible deficit scold in 
America” and labeled the Peterson Foundation the 
major funding source for the right-wing campaign. 

I was not surprised to discover that David Walker 
and the Peterson Foundation were behind a new, 
widely distributed, high school economics curriculum, 
that purports to be non-partisan, but in its vocabulary 
and the material in presents to students tries legitimize 
the views of Krugman’s “deficit scolds.”  

A cover letter introducing the curriculum is signed 
by Susan Fuhrman, President of Teachers College, 
Columbia University. Fuhrman describes the 
economics curriculum as “research-based” and 
“inquiry driven,” designed to connect students “to the 
complex policy choices that confront the United States 
and its citizens” and “mold” them into future citizens 
who can make “informed choices and decisions based 
on a more sophisticated understanding of long-term 
costs and consequences for society.”  

Curiously, this “research-based” curriculum” did 
not list Krugman or Columbia’s prize winning 
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economist Joseph Stiglitz on its “Understanding Fiscal 
Responsibility Team” or its Advisory Board. In fact, 
the only professional economist I could identify on 
either the “team” or “advisory board,” Henry Levin, is 
actually a Professor of Education whose area of 
interest is the privatization of education, not the federal 
budget. I was also uncomfortable with Fuhrman’s idea 
of molding students, something I find incompatible 
with the idea of engaging them in inquiry. 

Evidently, Walker and the Peterson Foundation 
decided that in order to shape the political debate in the 
future they have to win over high school students who 
will soon begin voting. They gave a three-year, $2.45 
million grant to Teachers College at Columbia 
University to develop a high school economics 
curriculum that they call “Understanding Fiscal 
Responsibility.” It is supposed to be a non-partisan 
curriculum that “teaches students to think past the 
political rhetoric they hear about the economic 
challenges we face as a nation and learn to think for 
themselves.”  

To promote the plan, free copies of selections from 
the curriculum package have been distributed to 18,000 
high school principals, 6,000 school superintendents, 
and 10,000 social studies teachers to promote the plan. 
The goal of the project is to eventually involve 40,000 
high schools across the country. Meanwhile, the full 
curriculum with supporting material is available online 
at http://understandingfiscalresponsibility.org/. 

According to a release from Teachers College the 
"Understanding Fiscal Responsibility" curriculum 
consists of twenty-four lesson plans covering 
information about taxation, debt, and deficit. The 
vocabulary of the sample lessons suggests that students 
will be introduced to the technical language needed to 
understand the present debate. The reality is that the 
political right is using the lessons to shape the terms of 
the debate itself (http://www.tc.columbia.edu/ 
news.htm?articleID=8525). 

Over and over again the lessons focus on costs and 
trade-offs, but do not involve students in a discussion 
of the responsibility of government to meet the needs 

of people or the purpose of government and society. 
The forward to the curriculum says it will “help 
students cut through the partisan obfuscation of both 
sides” and understand the “accounting identity” that 
there is “no free lunch.” But by suggesting that the 
poor, Occupy Wall Street, and liberals want free lunch, 
the curriculum is identifying, not with accounting 
principals, but with right-wing rhetoric.  

Sample lessons show how social security, 
Medicare, and foreign aid contribute to the national 
debt, but not how tax policy and Bush era tax cuts for 
the wealthy or military expenditures are responsible. 
Lesson 1 claims to explore “What costs and trade-offs 
are we willing to accept to ensure the benefits of 
income security to Social Security recipients?”, but 
among the options students are asked to consider is 
whether social security is a “Ponzi scheme.” Setting up 
the debate this way is akin to requiring students 
consider creationism in a discussion of biological 
evolution. 

In none of the sample lessons did I see a “guns 
versus butter” discussion or a reference to the quote by 
former Supreme Court Justice Oliver Wendell Holmes, 
Jr. that “Taxes are what we pay for civilized society.” 
And "socialist alternatives" such universal free health 
care and higher education as offered in many European 
countries, of course, are not options even worth 
considering. 

In 1964, President Lyndon B. Johnson, described 
his hopes for the creation of a Great Society in the 
United States. He believed “The challenge of the next 
half century,” which to my calculation extends to 2014, 
“is whether we have the wisdom to use that wealth to 
enrich and elevate our national life, and to advance the 
quality of our American civilization.” This Great 
Society would rest on “abundance and liberty for all” 
and “an end to poverty and racial injustice.” 

We still have a few years left to build Johnson’s 
Great Society. But to do it, we need to talk about the 
responsibility of government to meet human needs, not 
budget cuts, tax breaks for the rich, and the decimation 
of vital social programs. 
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Modern Monetary Theory (MMT): An Alternative Framework 
for Teaching Economics and Economic Policy 

by Jak Assa 
 

As a high school social studies teacher, I try to teach U.S. Government and Economics from the perspective of 
Modern Monetary Theory (MMT). The principles of MMT, a post-Keynesian economic theory, are explained in 
detail by L. Randall Wray, a Professor of Economics at the University of Missouri-Kansas City (UMKC) in the 
MMT Primer (http://neweconomicperspectives.org/p/modern-monetary-theory-primer.html). Joe Firestone, a 
frequent contributor to the New Economic Perspectives blog (http://neweconomicperspectives.org), the principal 
blog for ideas about Modern Monetary Theory (MMT), concisely takes on the Peterson Foundation's economic 
message (also presented in the Teachers College at Columbia University economics curriculum) and systematically 
dismisses it. Stephanie Kelton, a Professor of Economics at UMKC, among others, shows that the “fiscal cliff” 
debate is completely unnecessary from the MMT perspective (http://www.latimes.com/news/ 
opinion/commentary/la-oe-kelton-fiscal-cliff-economy-20121221,0,2129176.story; 
http://neweconomicperspectives.org/category/stephanie-kelton). 

The key principle in MMT is that the federal government is a monetary sovereign and creates new money 
through spending – from crediting accounts of millions of Social Security recipients, to paying health providers that 
participate in the Medicare system, to spending on military technology. The federal government does not have to 
tax in order to spend. Taxes must be used for different purposes - taxes must play an anti-inflationary role when the 
country reaches full employment and there is danger of (demand-pull) inflation; taxes “force” US individuals and 
businesses to use the US$ (so that they can pay their taxes … in US$). The federal government is not like a 
household or a business and does not have to balance its books. The federal government is a currency issuer, while 
individuals, private businesses, as well as the states, counties, cities and municipalities in the U.S. are users of the 
currency. The issuer of money cannot run out of it. The users can. This does not mean the government will 
irresponsibly spend (create money). The appropriations process in Congress is to assure that.  

According to MMT the economy has three main sectors: the government sector (federal government), the 
(domestic) private sector (individuals, businesses, others currency users), and the foreign sector. The sum of 
financial balances for the three sector balances is zero. If a large bank were to make a $1 billion profit annually in 
consumer credit card interest, this would increase its financial assets by $1B. At the same time millions of 
consumers would pay interest that would total $1 billion increasing their financial liabilities by $1B. The equation 
that reflects this is: $1B (financial asset) - $1B (financial liability) = 0. For every financial asset there is an equal 
and offsetting financial liability. Therefore all financial transactions in the private sector sum up to zero. No new 
money is created in those transactions.  

The U.S. private sector is currently a net importer – buys more from the foreign sector than sells to it, so it has a 
deficit to the foreign sector. As a result, government spending in the private sector is currently the only way in 
which new money enters the private sector.  

Government spending above its revenue from taxes is the deficit. However some MMT proponents question the 
applicability of the term “deficit” to government monetary operations and call it government’s net contribution to 
the economy. Government spending on payments to the private sector in excess of the taxes it collects from the 
private sector means that the private sector receives more from the government than it gives to the government. If 
government sector deficits were thought as private sector surpluses, most of the arguments in support of spending 
cuts and tax increases would melt away.  

Since 1971 the U.S. has not been on the gold standard and the federal government is not financially constrained 
to create the money necessary “to promote the general welfare,” a key purpose of the federal government listed in 
the Preamble to the Constitution. To improve society would mean to create full employment, eliminate poverty, 
eliminate FICA tax, create Medicare for all, provide grants to the states to lower or end state taxes, make public 



 

Social Science Docket                                                  36                                                        Summer-Fall 2013 

 
 

college education free, etc. However, the federal government has real constraints (related to the productive capacity 
of the nation) and political constraints on its money creation. The real constraints mean that the government should 
not create money in excess of the productive capacity because this creates (demand pull) inflation. The political 
constraints are manifested in the in the structure of the government. For example, the separation of the Treasury 
from the Federal Reserve means that the Treasury cannot borrow directly from the Federal Reserve. Political 
constraints were apparent in the “debt ceiling” debate in 2011 and in the “fiscal cliff” debate at the end of 2012. 

Austerity plans disregard a key purpose of the federal government. They also violate Section 4 of the 14th 
Amendment to the Constitution which explicitly states that “the public debt of the U.S. . . . shall not be questioned.” 
The Peterson Foundation ignores the harm that would be done by austerity measures proposed by either side in the 
“fiscal cliff” debate. The Teachers College curriculum treats austerity as an economic necessity rather than a series 
of political decisions that disable the money issuing power of the federal government. Such political decisions 
would have severe consequences on the lives of the average Americans, poor, middle class, working, unemployed, 
welfare recipients, and retirees.  
  
 

Principles of Modern Monetary Theory 
Source: http://neweconomicperspectives.org/category/joe-firestone-2/page/3 

1. The U.S. government is a monetary sovereign – it issues (creates) money as mandated by the US Constitution 
and cannot involuntarily run out of money. 
2. There is no limit on national borrowing except the one imposed arbitrarily by Congress6 
3. Bond markets do not control United States interest rates. 
4. Foreign creditors will most probably continue to buy U.S. debt for the foreseeable future; but if they do not the 
United States will not be forced into insolvency because it can always create the money it needs to meet its 
obligations. 
5. We’re obligated to pay all U.S. debts as they come due. But since we have an unlimited credit card to incur new 
debt at interest rates of our choosing, or, alternatively can create all the money we need to pay off debt subject to 
the limit, without incurring any more debt, our national debt cannot be a burden for our grandchildren unless they 
wish to make it make it so by stupidly taxing more than they spend. So, let’s educate them well in MMT-based 
economics, so that they never make that mistake. 
6. There is no deficit reduction problem because the U.S. Government has no limits other than self-imposed ones on 
spending or borrowing, the level of the national debt, or the debt-to-GDP ratio does not affect the Government’s 
capacity to spend. 
7. The Federal Government is not like a household. Households cannot issue their own currency. They can run out 
of money. The Federal government issues money and cannot run out of it. 
8. Social Security has no fiscal problems. The Social Security crisis is a phony one. No solution to this nonexistent 
fiscal crisis, bipartisan or partisan is needed. What is needed is a solution to the political problem of getting its 
funding guaranteed in perpetuity. 
9. The United States does not face a crushing burden of federal debt, because federal spending is costless to the 
government. 
10. The crises in Greece, Spain, Italy, Portugal, and Ireland are different from the situation in the United States. 
These countries do not issue their own money because they are part of the Eurozone. Their supply of Euros is 
always limited and that is why they can run out. The United States is the issuer of dollars; the supply of dollars is 
limited only by its desire to create them.  
11. Real Fiscal Responsibility is fiscal policy intended to achieve public purposes while also maintaining or 
increasing fiscal sustainability. This means that government spending patterns do not undermine the capability of 
the government to continue to spend to achieve its public purposes.  
12. There is not a single case anywhere showing that austerity as a government policy works. 
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Response to Critics of the Understanding Fiscal Responsibility Curriculum 
by Anand R. Marri 

 

1. We too admire Paul Krugman for maintaining a laser-like focus on the extent to which decisions we make about 
the economy are inextricably bound to our values – to our understanding of who we are as a nation. He was among 
the first people we invited to be on the Understanding Fiscal Responsibility (UFR) advisory board. In fact, we 
invited both Professors Krugman and Joseph Stiglitz to serve on our advisory board but they declined. Despite 
those two disappointments, we developed a very strong advisory board of representatives of Congressional Budget 
Office (CBO), the Federal Reserve Bank of New York, the Council for Economic Education (CEE), Junior 
Achievement, Working !n Support of Education (W!SE), university-based economics educators professors, a 
secondary classroom teacher and a professional economist from the Educational Policy Institute.   
  
2. The Peter G. Peterson Foundation gave Teachers College, Columbia University complete independence to 
determine the content of the curriculum. However, we teach students that the truth comes in many versions and 
they must understand the source of any information they encounter and test it’s validity against the best evidence 
they can find. It is quite right to wonder about our independence, but it is most assuredly not right to answer the 
question before looking at the evidence. It is especially not right to misrepresent what is in the curriculum to 
support an unfounded conclusion.  We recently uploaded a lesson on “cherry picking” that we commend it to your 
attention.  
 
3. As Alan Singer points out, the economics lesson on Social Security includes a claim that the program is “a 
redistributionist Ponzi scheme that perpetuates fraud on the American public and silently ushers in a collectivist, 
socialist mentality.” What is missing from his statement is that (1) this claim is in the introduction to teachers, 
rather than in the lesson itself, and (2) that it is one of four in a grouping that is intended to raise teacher interest and 
concern by illustrating how deeply controversial the topic of Social Security has become. The other three claims in 
that grouping are that Social Security is: A bedrock of the social contract as envisioned in the New Deal; A looming 
budgetary disaster that nobody wants to talk about—the third rail of politics; and, The basis of the modern social 
welfare state that is fundamentally sustainable and must be preserved  
 
4. As we know from our recent presidential contest, voters who do not learn to listen critically and ask penetrating 
questions are not in control of the public policy choices they make at the voting booth. Decisions about the 
programs being debated are decisions about who we are as a nation and finding the truth is not a matter of finding a 
safe spot “somewhere in the middle.” Presenting teachers with a listing that compels them to look at this fact is not 
tantamount to “considering creationism alongside evolution.”   
  
5. We wonder if some of the reviewers read the curriculum we wrote or if they read the curriculum they expected to 
see – a right-wing tract that would fulfills expectations and preconceptions. In reading all of the lessons, you would 
have also noticed that the curriculum does not dismiss anything as a “socialist alternative.” Further, we assume that 
you do not read the UFR blog that is the heart of the ongoing curriculum. In following the blog, you would have 
noticed that the Oliver Wendell Holmes quote appeared there 4 days before Alan Singer wrote his initial blog entry 
and chastised us for not mentioning it.   
  
6. Finally, the curriculum currently has gone undergone rigorous evaluation by high school social studies and  
mathematics teachers and students across the United States. Their evaluations helped shape the final version of the 
curriculum. Therefore claims that the UFR curriculum “tries to legitimize the views of deficit scolds” runs counter 
to the data we have collected from teachers and students using the curriculum. We also invite teachers to comment 
on the lessons and topics discussed on the Understanding Fiscal Responsibility website as we examine the national 
discourse surrounding fiscal policy and identify ways to involve students in these discussions.  
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Environmental Sustainability in the 21st Century 
These papers and lessons were prepared for a conference on “Sustainable Futures for Global Cities and 

Suburbs” held at Hofstra University in March 2013 and for a session at the 2013 annual meeting of the Greater 
Metropolitan Council for the Social Studies. They take on particular significance in the wake of the devastation 
caused by Hurricane Irene (2011) and Hurricane Sandy (2012) in the New York and New Jersey region. Lesson 
materials were prepared by Amanda Shirreffs. Following Hurricane Sandy, students in the teacher education 
program at Hofstra University discussed how teachers can help young people come to terms with what happened to 
their homes, schools, and communities. They came up with some important ideas so that young people see 
themselves as people who respond to crisis and are not just victims.  
1. Students need a place where they can discuss what happened and share their stories with adults they trust and 
their peers. Schools are that place. 
2. Teachers should encourage students to write their own stories and interview family, friends, and neighbors.  
3. Students can raise money and collect supplies for hurricane relief and rebuilding. As they become more aware 
they can also raise money for people in other parts of the world who experience natural disasters. 
4. Classes can create a magazine telling the story of the class, school, and community. 
5. Students can photograph their community and create a digital local history of Hurricane Sandy online. 
6. Students can create a museum exhibit combining scientific explanations, oral histories, and community history. 
7. Students can become advocates for rebuilding, planned responses to future natural disasters, and for addressing 
problems such as climate change. 
 

The Global Warming Crisis: Are We Doomed? 
by Fatima Moral, Jessica Best, and Sean Haberman 

 

Sunlight is the Earth’s main source of heat in the form of infrared radiation. However, the benefits provided by 
the Sun can also be taken away. The Earth absorbs the heat and then reradiates waves back into the atmosphere in 
the form of ultraviolet waves. Greenhouse gases trap some of the infrared radiation and prevent the waves from 
escaping into space. As the amount of greenhouse gases increase, the amount of trapped heat increases leading to a 
rise in temperatures. According to the U.S. Department of Energy, the largest annual increase of carbon pollution 
was recorded between 2009 and 2010. An increase of 6% in carbon pollution surpasses the worst-case scenario 
forecasted in 2007 by the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change.  

Global warming or global climate change is primarily due to the human-induced emissions of greenhouse or 
heat-trapping gases such as carbon dioxide (CO2), methane, (CH4), and nitrous oxide (N2O) that are being 
produced faster than the Earth can process and absorb them. These emissions develop from the burning of fossil 
fuels (coal, oil, and gas), deforestation, and certain agricultural practices. In the United States, the average 
temperatures has risen more than 2°F since 1970 and it continues to rise. This warming has led to more frequent 
very hot days, an increase in heavy downpours, a longer growing season in some areas but drought in others, less 
winter precipitations, an earlier break-up of winter ice on lakes and rivers, flooding, rising sea surface temperatures, 
and rising sea levels. Such devastation can significantly alter an affected region’s economy, landscape, character, 
and quality of life. 

Paradoxically, global warming has produced both record rainfall and record droughts. The Midwest and 
northeastern states have been experiencing a considerable increase in the amount of heavy downpours over the past 
few decades. The great 1993 flood in Missouri, the destructive St. Louis tornado of 1996, and New Orleans’ 
Hurricane Katrina of 2005 were all 100-year event storms. These events, which are predicted to occur only once a 
century, are linked to greenhouse gas emissions in the atmosphere. Warmer air holds more water and energy 
making for more severe storms. At the same time, the United States keeps breaking high temperature records. 
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Around the globe temperatures are climbing, glaciers are melting, sea levels are rising, weather patterns are 
shifting, and wildlife, plants, and humans are being challenged to acclimate. As a result the Nature Conservancy 
predicts that one-fourth of the Earth’s species could be headed towards extinction by 2050.  

Most United States government environmental initiatives organized by the Environmental Protection Agency 
(EPA) have been voluntary and ineffective. The Clean Energy-Environment State Partnership Program helps states 
to develop and implement cost-effective clean energy and environmental strategies by promoting communication 
between the states. Another EPA program is Energy Star. Since its inception in 1992, it identifies and promotes 
energy efficient appliances responsible to greenhouse emissions. The Energy Star program is an international 
initiative. Participants include Australia, Canada, the European Union, New Zealand, Switzerland, and Japan. With 
the American Recovery and Reinvestment Act the United States set aside $17.7 billion to develop a modern transit 
system that would reduce the traffic congestion and gas consumption. The Obama administration also gave $6.3 
billion to state and local governments as energy efficiency grants.  

The U.S. is a member of the United Nations Framework Convention on Climate Change. The goal of this 
international organization is to stabilize greenhouse gas concentrations in the atmosphere at a level that prevents 
dangerous human-induced interference with the climate system. Australia set a precedent for the rest of the world 
with a landmark law that would set a price on carbon emissions taxing that nation’s top 500 polluters. Companies 
need permits for carbon emissions and are charged $23.78 in American currency per ton. Australia estimates that by 
2020, the law will reduce the amount of carbon pollution equivalent to taking 45 million cars off the road.  

An area of immediate concern to the entire planet and human community is the impact of global warming on 
Arctic and Alpine permafrost. Permafrost is frozen soil, sediment, or rock that generally remains at or below 0 
degrees Celsius for at least two consecutive years. It is found in high latitudes such as Alaska, Siberia, and Northern 
Scandinavia, or to a lesser extent at high altitudes like the Andes, Himalayas and the Alps. The problem we are 
facing today is that permafrost is not staying frozen. In North American permafrost regions, there has been a 
decrease in freezing temperatures during the winter.  

Permafrost stores a significant amount of decayed leaves, roots, and other organic matter. The melting of the 
permafrost will unleash carbon in the form of carbon dioxide and methane gas into the atmosphere. Canadian 
scientists estimate that there is one and a half trillion tons of carbon locked in permafrost, or approximately twice as 
much carbon as is currently found in the atmosphere. Experts worry that the decomposition of the carbon in the 
permafrost will be impossible to cease now that it is thawing and will be a chronic source of emissions that will last 
for hundreds of years. 

Ecosystems will be greatly affected by thawing permafrost including the migration patterns of birds, reindeer, 
and caribou. Plant species have changed and warmer climate plants are now growing in the Arctic tundra. As the 
ground softens trees begin to lean; local residents call them drunken trees. There is increased danger from 
landslides. Oil pipelines, roads, railroads, and bridges are weakened or destroyed. 

Another problem brought about by global warming is an increased danger of uncontrolled prairie fires on the 
planet’s tundra grasslands. In the past, the tundra or plains of Siberia and North America were too wet to burn. 
However as temperatures rise, the extent of prairie fires increase. In 2007, the Anaktuvuk River fire in Alaska 
consumed about 400 square miles of tundra and emitted as much carbon into the air as a city the size of Miami 
emits in two years. The United States has been the world’s largest emitter of heat-trapping gases since the 
nineteenth century, when the Industrial Revolution began to spread across North America. Since that time carbon 
dioxide levels in the atmosphere have increased by about 40%. Additionally, the acidity levels in oceans have 
increased by about 30% due to the increased amount of carbon dioxide dissolving in the water.  

Global warming is no longer exclusively a scientific concern, but is an issue for all of humanity. If human life 
and the Earth as we know it are going to survive, responsible citizens must press governments to prevent further 
man-made greenhouse gases from being emitted into the atmosphere and to reverse global warming. Otherwise 
human civilization on planet Earth may well be doomed. 
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Rising Sea Levels (90-minute lesson for an extended class or two class periods) 
Aim: What will be the impact of sea level rise due to global warming on coastal areas in New York & New Jersey? 
Main Ideas: Students should understand that the sea level is rising and global warming is accelerating this rate. 
Students need to understand that if sea levels continue to rise, there is an increased risk for a storm surge to occur. 
Students should be able discuss some of the strategies we can use to protect NYC from climate change and sea 
level rise. 
Online: NASA Global Climate Change webpage http://climate.nasa.gov/keyIndicators/index.cfm#SeaLevel 
Sea Levels Online by NOAA webpage http://tidesandcurrents.noaa.gov/sltrends/sltrends.html 
Irene's storm surge concerns NY metro area (video) 
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=NDjPvaspAqI&list=LP_mPkFzoNQr4&index=9&feature=plcp 
Surging Seas interactive map 
http://sealevel.climatecentral.org/surgingseas/place/cities/NY/New_York#center=12/40.6524/-
73.6181&surge=2&show=cities 
Climate Central New York fact sheet (http://slr.s3.amazonaws.com/factsheets/New_York.pdf) originally from 
sealevel.climatecentral.org.  
 
Activities: The purpose of this activity is to get the 
students thinking about rising sea levels and for 
them to see how sea levels have changed in the last 
century and for them to notice that in the recent 
years there is a greater increase in rising sea levels 
due to global warming. The lesson opens with a 
short video Irene's storm surge concerns NY metro 
area that was from Hurricane Irene in 2011. Using 
the graph titled Ground Data: 1870-2000, calculate 
the amount in mm that sea level rose from 1870-
2000. What is the estimated rate of change of sea 
level listed on the graph during the time period of 
1870-2000? Using the graph titled Satellite Data: 
1993-Present, calculate the amount in mm that sea 
level rose from 1993-present. What is the estimated 
rate of change of sea level listed on the graph during 
the time period from 1993-present? Which time 
period has the highest rate of sea level change? Does 
it appear that sea level rise is increasing or 
decreasing? Why do you think that is?  

Students will examine a report by Climate Central about sea level rise and storm surge threats for the New 
York region that includes an interactive map Surging Seas: Sea Level Rise and Vision 2020: New York City 
Comprehensive Waterfront Plan (pg 109-110) which discusses strategies to increase the city’s resilience to climate 
change and sea level rise. 
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Measuring Your Carbon Footprint 
Aim: How do greenhouse gases affect 
the atmosphere? 
After watching the NOVA Frontline 
video Global Warming: The Physics of 
the Greenhouse Effect students answer 
the following questions 
(http://www.teachersdomain.org/resourc
e/phy03.sci.phys.matter.greenhouse2/):  
1. What is the greenhouse effect? 
2. What natural phenomena produce 
greenhouse gases? 
3. What are some everyday activities 
that result in carbon dioxide being 
released into the air?  
Activity: Students calculate their carbon 
footprint and discuss the effects CO2 
has on the atmosphere using the EPA 
Calculating Carbon Footprint webpage 
http://www.epa.gov/climatechange/emis
sions/ind_calculator.html  
 

Melting of the Permafrost 
Aim: What is the impact of the melting of permafrost? 
Students watch a short video “Losing Permafrost in Alaska” 
(http://www.teachersdomain.org/resource/ean08.sci.ess.watcyc.baked
alaska/) that talks about the effects of the melting permafrost in a 
small Alaskan village. They discuss the following: 
1. What kinds of life-altering effects can be expected from an increase 
in average temperature of just a few degrees Celsius? 
2. What observations have individuals in Huslia made about the 
climate that are now being reinforced by scientific investigations? 
3. What is an explanation for the observation that lakes are shrinking 
or disappearing while permafrost is melting? 
4. If the wildlife populations that Alaska Native peoples depend on 
decline, and plant populations either disappear or change, what effects 
could such occurrences have on the indigenous peoples of Alaska and 
the North? 
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Triple Disasters: The 2011 Japanese Earthquake 
by Derek Pearce 

 

In March 2011, Japanese Prime Minister Naoto 
Kan slowly approached a raised podium at a nationally 
televised news conference. A somber Kan stated, “In 
the 65 years after the end of World War II, this is the 
toughest and most difficult crisis for Japan.” 
Unfortunately for Kan and the rest of Japan, the harsh 
realities of the Tohoku Earthquake, tsunami, and the 
crisis at the Fukushima Daiichi nuclear power plant 
had only begun to be realized. Over the next several 
months, Japan scrambled to deal with the damage 
caused by a magnitude 8.9 earthquake, a 130 foot 
tsunami, and a subsequent nuclear disaster.  

 

 
 

At approximately 2:45 PM JST, an “undersea 
mega thrust earthquake” rattled through hundreds of 
Japanese towns and cities. While the damage done by 
this earthquake was dwarfed by the monster tsunami 
that soon followed, the sheer power of the quake is 
startling. The energy released by the quake had 
massive geological consequences; Northeastern Japan 
was moved 7.9 feet closer to North America, Japanese 
coasts dropped vertically by up to 2 feet, and the 
Pacific Tectonic plate slipped between 40-130 feet 
westward. Most significantly, however, the earthquake 
shifted up to 35 foot of the ocean’s seabed which 
created massive tsunami waves that streaked towards 
Japan’s coast. In the hours and days after the original 
quake, Japan experienced aftershocks that reached up 
to magnitude 7.2. As of March 2012, Japan had 
experienced 1,887 seismic “events” that were expected 

to continue for months to come. The March 11th quake 
was the fifth most powerful quake since seismic record 
keeping began in 1900. 

Approximately thirty minutes after the main earth-
quake, tsunami waves began pounding Japanese 
coastal cities. These immense waves reached heights of 
up to 130 feet in Japan’s Iwate Prefecture and 
penetrated as far six miles inland in other areas. The 
wave was of such size that the billions of dollars’ 
worth of seawalls protecting much of Japan’s coast 
were rendered almost completely ineffective; in many 
areas, the waves simply washed over the walls or, in 
some cases, smashed directly through. The effect to 
Japan’s coastal towns and cities was cataclysmic. The 
worst affected areas were essentially reduced to rubble; 
it is estimated that the amount of buildings destroyed 
or damaged by the tsunami numbered in the hundreds 
of thousands. In addition to the billions in damage to 
Japan’s infrastructure, the human cost was tremendous. 
The National Police Agency confirmed 15,894 deaths, 
26,992 injuries, and 3,155 missing and assumed dead.  

As Japan scrambled to deal with the immediate 
aftermath of the triple disasters, news reports began to 
describe a new threat to the Japanese homeland. 
Despite heavy seawall protection, tsunami water began 
to destroy the cooling systems of several Japanese 
nuclear power plants. Most significantly, Fukushima 
Daiichi plant experienced equipment failure, nuclear 
leakages, explosions, nuclear meltdowns, which caused 
a significant amount of nuclear material to be released 
into the sea, air, and soil. The Fukushima Daiichi 
disaster has been dubbed as the worst nuclear disaster 
since Chernobyl in 1986. The disaster resulted in the 
mandatory evacuation of thousands of Japanese 
citizens in the areas surrounding the Fukushima 
Daiichi plant. While the event took place over two 
years ago, the consequences of a nuclear disaster can 
take years to be realized.  

The triple disasters shook the very foundations of 
Japanese society, the island-nation has had to contend 
with more than just massive re-building projects. After 
suffering through a large-scale earthquake, a 
devastating tsunami, and a crippling nuclear disaster, 
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the Japanese people have begun to demand serious 
answers from the Japanese government: Was the huge 
impact of these disasters avoidable? Is nuclear energy a 
safe option for Japanese society? How long will it take 
to re-build?  

For many Japanese civilians living along the coast, 
the former location of their once proud homes now 
resemble vacant construction sites. On top of the 
billions of dollars of damage caused directly by the 
disaster, scores of Japanese still remain homeless. The 
lack of many basic necessities and invaluable pieces of 
Japanese infrastructure left many civilians distrustful 
of the Japanese government. This mistrust largely 
manifested itself in the form of nuclear energy protests; 
thousands of Japanese have begun to question the 
validity of an industry that provides 1/3 of the nation’s 
power. Despite the widespread opposition, multiple 
nuclear power plants reopened.  

Nuclear crisis aside, the human cost of the 
disasters is simply staggering. As of March 2012, 
300,000 people were still living as evacuees in 
temporary housing units or with relatives. As much as 
40% of Japan’s population suffered when family 
members lost jobs or other sources of income, and 
depression and symptoms of post-dramatic stress 
disorder were widespread.  

Progress, albeit slow, was steady. Where entire 
towns were reduced to a series of rubble, vacant lots 
sat poised for reconstruction. Workers and volunteers 
cleared debris from major roadways and railroads 
resulting in increased infrastructure. While Japan must 
weather years more reconstruction, the situation is 
slowly improving for the millions of Japanese affected 
by the triple disasters.  

One hopeful sign to emerge from the disasters was 
the “Skilled Veterans Corps,” a band of elderly 
community organizers led by 72-year-old Yasuteru 
Yamada and 69-year-old Kazuko Sasaki. They formed 
in response to the crisis at Fukushima Daiichi. Noting 
their own advanced age and their subsequent resistance 
to radiation poisoning, Yamada and Sasaki declared 
their intention to stabilize the plant in place of the 
younger workers who were attempting to prevent 
further nuclear leakage. In March 2011, Yamada 
stated, “Elders have less sensitivity to radiation. 
Therefore, we have to work. My generation, the old 
generation, promoted the nuclear plants. If we don’t 

take responsibility, who will?” The selfless attitude of 
the Skilled Veterans Corps raises interesting discussion 
points regarding civics and social awareness. In 
particular, Sasaki’s admission that his generation 
promoted the nuclear power plants and is thus 
responsible for them can be used as a platform for 
exploring social justice issues with students. Is an elder 
generation responsible for the political and social 
decisions made during their lifetime? Can an older 
generation protect a younger generation? Is it their 
responsibility to protect?  

The triple disaster of the earthquake, tsunami, and 
the nuclear disaster at Fukushima Daiichi open up 
debate over the safety of nuclear power for civilian 
use. Following the events at Fukushima Daiichi, more 
than 80 percent of Japanese say they are anti-nuclear 
power and distrust government information on 
radiation. While nuclear power represents a 
significantly more efficient source of energy compared 
to fossil fuels, the unpredictability of nuclear power 
sources raise serious concerns among governments and 
civilians alike. As a social studies theme, the disasters 
can be used to introduce students to the debates over 
alternatives to fossil fuels, the positives and negatives 
of alternative power sources, and the responsibilities of 
national governments to ensure appropriate safety 
regulations at energy facilities. In the global sense, the 
Fukushima Daiichi disaster demands that serious 
environmental questions be raised. Is the abolishment 
of nuclear power sources necessary? What are the 
alternatives to nuclear power? Would the United States 
consider closing its nuclear facilities? 

In addition to the discussion points mentioned 
above, the Fukushima Daiichi disaster raises 
significant questions concerning the responsibility of 
government; namely, the validity of national safety 
regulations and the responsibility of their enforcement. 
Dating back to the 1960s, the Fukushima Daiichi plant 
had dozens of major safety violations including: 
falsification of records, generator floods, and general 
apathy towards updated seismic and tsunami reports. 
Should the Japanese government have intervened in 
this multi-decade safety violation? Can companies 
internally regulate themselves?  
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Three Earthquake and Tsunami Survivor Stories 
Sources: http://www.bbc.co.uk/news/world-asia-pacific-14853511; 
http://www.huffingtonpost.com/2012/03/11/japan-earthquake-anniversary-survivor-stories_n_1307050.html 
 

Chihiro Kanno: “Chihiro’s swim team was just starting a practice session at a pool near the seashore in their 
hometown of Rikuzentakata when the magnitude-9.0 earthquake struck on March 11. Following their normal 
evacuation drill the team headed to the town’s community centre. But the building was swamped by the waves. 
Chihiro was swept into a tiny storeroom. She clung to the hand of one friend trying to haul her to safety. But she 
could not hold on against the force of the water, and it tore the two girls apart. Chihiro managed to survive, trapped 
in a tiny air pocket inside the building. Her friend, whose hand she had been clasping, was one of seven of her 
teammates who were swept away. Every morning Chihiro travels an hour up the coast to a temporary school. She is 
with her friends there. But what she really wants is a new school and new home in Rikuzentakata. In the meantime 
it is her swimming that keeps her from dwelling on the memories of the tsunami. “When I am swimming, my 
friends are with me, we train hard together. I don’t have to think about anything. I just empty my mind.” 
 

Mikuni Fumitaka: “I was in my home, which is about twenty kilometers [about 12 miles] away from the center of 
Ishinomaki. The first thing for survival was the stove because there was no water or electricity. I had a stove, so I 
felt lucky, but I had to fix it first. There was no power for the fridge, but that didn't matter, because it was winter. I 
had some food in there like miso soup. There was no water, but there are many wells in this area. If two people 
lifted the water it was OK. I experienced the 1960 Great Chilean Earthquake when I was in high school. The 
tsunami wave was about thirty meters high. So I kind of knew what to expect. We couldn't understand what was 
happening because we didn't have TV – because there was no electricity – but we could use the car radio. If we had 
seen the tsunami footage on TV, we might have gone crazy watching it. But in this case, because there was no TV, 
we could feel more calm.” 
 

Yuichi Kowata: Seventy-year-old taxi driver Yuichi Kowata, who knew the town and its inhabitants better than 
most, bears the weight of the town's losses in his expression. While the camaraderie of the drivers remains strong, 
the sense of sadness and grief is all too apparent. Kowata was in the Ishinomaki area when his car started shaking. 
He heard about the tsunami from the car radio, so he went back to the station where a policeman warned him. He 
was headed home in his taxi when the tsunami hit. He was in the middle of the street with three customers in his 
car, and they climbed onto the roof together when the water started coming into the car. It was very cold and there 
was snow. They waited for one hour, then a young person swam to them and gave them a rope, and one-by-one 
people got to safety. They stayed in the young man's home on the second floor for two nights. On the third morning 
the water had receded and they could go home. There was no electricity or water, so for about one week his son, 
who lives in the city of Sendai, drove food and water to him. People from Tokyo also helped, bringing food, gas 
and cell-phone batteries. The water destroyed his car, so I had to stop working for two months. 
 

Nuclear Energy (90-minute lesson for an extended class or two class periods) 
Aim: What are the risks and benefits associated with nuclear energy? 
Main Ideas: Students will understand the issue related to the use of nuclear power be able to explain what 
happened in March 2011 that lead to a nuclear energy crisis in Japan. 
Sources: New York Times, Recovering From the Dual Disasters and Nuclear Energy and video Japanese Nuclear 
Plant in Jeopardy (http://www.nytimes.com/video/2011/03/11/world/asia/100000000720093/tc-031111-
nuclear.html). 
Questions: What chain of events lead to the Fukushima Daiichi nuclear crisis in March 2011? 
What impact does the nuclear disaster have on Japan?  
What are the risks and benefits associated with the use of nuclear energy? 
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The Debate Over Hydraulic Fracturing:  
Good for the Economy, Bad for the Environment 

By Charles O'Dowd and Joseph Sansone 
 

Hydraulic fracturing, commonly known as 
fracking, is a technique used to release petroleum, 
natural gas (including shale gas, tight gas and coal 
seam gas), and other fossil fuels trapped in 
underground geological formations. Fracking does this 
by drilling into the formations, fracturing underground 
rock, and pumping down water and chemicals to drive 
up fossil fuels. While the fracking process makes 
available new sources of energy and can be an 
economic benefit to a region, it may also be an 
environmental disaster. 

In 2000, shale gas made up two percent of all 
natural gas production in the U.S. By 2010, it had 
jumped to 23 percent and it is projected to reach almost 
50% by 2035. A 2010 study out of the Massachusetts 
Institute for Technology concluded: “Unlike other 
fossil fuels, natural gas plays a major role in most 
sectors of the modern economy — power generation, 
industrial, commercial and residential. It is clean and 
flexible. The role of natural gas in the world is likely to 
continue to expand under almost all circumstances, as a 
result of its availability, its utility and its comparatively 
low cost.”  

One major benefit of fracking is that it could 
enable the United States to switch from an economy 
based on imported petroleum or oil to domestic natural 
gas and end, or at least reduce, dependence on foreign 
energy sources. The vast majority of shale gases come 
from 6 shale formations: the Fayetteville in Arkansas; 
the Barnett in Texas; the Antrim in Michigan; the 
Woodford in Oklahoma; the Haynesville in Louisiana, 
and the Marcellus in Pennsylvania and New York. The 
United States Department of Energy estimates the 
number of recoverable barrels of shale gas at American 
sites as around 1.8 trillion. By comparison, Saudi 
Arabia, the world’s largest petroleum producing 
nation, is estimated to have roughly 2.6 trillion barrels 
of oil reserves.  

Another benefit of fracking is that during a period 
of economic downturn, it will help to create jobs. In his 
last State of the Union address before the 2012 

Presidential election, President Obama reported 
“Experts believe this will support more than 600,000 
jobs by the end of the decade.” The industry currently 
employs more than 1.2 million people in the U.S. and 
the gas industry accounts for about $385 billion in 
direct economic activity in the country. In 
Pennsylvania alone, fracking in the Marcellus Shale 
was projected to add 111,000 jobs and $10 billion to 
the economy in 2011. According to a report by the pro-
fracking Manhattan Institute, “fracking would create 
from 15,000 to 18,000 mining, construction and other 
jobs in southern and western New York, areas that lost 
a combined 48,000 positions in the previous decade. 

Opponents, including celebrities like pop star Lady 
Gaga and Yoko Ono, claim the cost of fracking far 
outweigh the benefits. One of the greatest fears is that 
fracking will cause massive water pollution in 
watershed areas for major northeastern cities including 
New York City. They charge that energy companies 
are covering up pollution problems while they press for 
permission to expand their operations. In addition, 
according to Cornell Professor Robert Howarth new 
fossil fuel supplies will only increase reliance on fossil 
fuels that are contributing to global warming and 
climate change. 

 A 1997 EPA study estimated that 1.4 percent of 
all gas produced in the United States is lost between 
the well and customer. Methane, the main component 
of natural gas, is itself a strong warming agent. 
Compared with CO2, methane is 25 times more 
effective at trapping heat over a 100-year timescale, 
and 72 times more effective over a 20-year timescale.  

Another danger is that fracking could trigger 
earthquakes. Cuadrilla Resources, a British company, 
admitted that its hydraulic fracturing process “did 
trigger a number of minor seismic events.” In the U.S., 
Oklahoma typically had about 50 earthquakes a year, 
but in 2010, after the start of fracking, 1,047 quakes 
shook the state. The British Geological Survey also 
linked small quakes to fracking.  
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Many environmentalists are concerned with the 
impact of fracking on land use and wildlife. The 
infrastructure needed for natural gas production 
inevitably disturbs the natural landscape as land is 
cleared for roads, drilling equipment, processing 
facilities, and pipelines. Gas exploration, drilling, and 
production will create traffic congestion, road damage, 
dust, and noise in local communities. These activities 
will harm wildlife as habitats are fragmented or 
destroyed. Landowners who resist fracking will be 
affected by these conditions but also by horizontal 
drilling which will allow companies to siphon off gas 
reserves under their property from neighboring sites. 
“Screwed if you do, screwed if you don’t” will lead to 
a rush to develop fracking fast and first with little 
concern for the consequences.  

The future of American’s underground natural gas 
deposits and fracking are still uncertain. Natural gas is 
by no means a cure for the environmental problems 
caused by fossil fuels. There is broad agreement among 
climate scientists that carbon reductions of about 80 
percent will be needed to avert the worst effects of 
climate change, so simply switching to natural gas 

from coal and oil will not ultimately bring about the 
necessary reductions. Environmentalist worry that 
exploitation of natural gas resources will delay 
research and development of renewable energy sources 
that have a lighter environmental impact. 

New York City Mayor Michael Bloomberg, 
concerned both about the city’s watershed and the 
broader impact of increased natural gas production on 
the environment gave a $6 million dollar grant to the 
Environmental Defense Fund to help secure strong 
rules in 14 states that account for 85 percent of the gas 
reserves accessible through fracking. As of this 
writing, New York Governor Andrew Cuomo was still 
sitting on the fence. Proposed regulations would ban 
fracking near the New York City watershed, but 
Cuomo had not made a ruling and debate may continue 
for years.  

Hopefully these measures will lead to a more 
prudent approach to developing this potentially 
invaluable resource. If used wisely and efficiently, 
natural gas can help our economy effectively transition 
toward even cleaner, more sustainable sources of 
energy like wind, solar, geothermal, and bio energy. 

 
Natural Gas and Fracking Lesson Plan 

Aim: Should the United States encourage, regulate, or ban fracking for natural gas? 
 

Main Ideas: Students should know how natural gas is formed, 
how we extract natural gas from the earth, the fracking 
process, and be able to make an argument for or against 
fracking. 
Online: Background video, 
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=YemKzEPugpk&feature=p
layer_embedded 
Activities: Students will read “Natural Gas Basics” 
http://www.naturalgas.org/overview/background.asp to learn 
about how we get natural gas, how we extract it from the 
ground and if the techniques we use to extract it have some 
kind of impact on our environment or the local communities 
where we extract it. US News has a debate on fracking at 
http://www.usnews.com/debate-club/is-fracking-a-good-idea. 
An article specifically opposing fracking is available at 
http://earthjustice.org/. After reading the articles, students 
write a short essay for or against fracking using information 
from the articles to support their argument.   
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The Worst Environmental Disaster in United States History 
by Mike Schulman with Mike Engelke and Chris Dazzo 

 

On April 20, 2010 there was an explosion on the 
BP Deepwater Horizon oil drilling rig located about 40 
miles off the coast of Louisiana. Eleven workers died 
and seventeen others were injured. Two days later the 
oilrig sank into the Gulf of Mexico. Oil flowed from 
the damaged pipes and the company was unable to 
stem the leak. Eventually an estimated 4.9 million 
barrels of oil gush into the sea off the coast of 
Louisiana. The explosion on the Deepwater Horizon 
oilrig operated by BP had serious ramifications for the 
citizens of the Gulf Coast region, for Americans who 
trade with or vacation in the area, and for the United 
States economy. On June 15, 2010, President Barack 
Obama described the explosion and the contamination 
of the Gulf it caused as the worst environmental 
disaster in United States history.  

At the time of the explosion, the crew of the 
Deepwater Horizon was uncapping a well that had 
been previously drilled and capped. They were not 
aware of a defect in the well’s wall casing that was 
allowing natural gas under high pressure to seep into 
the well. When the crew attempted to remove the 
concrete cap from the well, it released this high 
pressure and flammable gas and caused an explosion. 

Despite the explosion, the incident should have 
been contained on the Deepwater Horizon rig. Oil 
wells are required to have shut-off valves at the ocean 
floor, however, the valves failed. Oilrigs are also 
supposed to have a blowout preventer device or BOP 
which closes off the well in the event of a high-
pressure gas leak. The BOP on the Deepwater Horizon 
was activated but it did not fully seal off the pipe. BP 
spent three days unsuccessfully trying to reactivate the 
BOP and get the well sealed. 

The United States Justice Department declared 
“That such a simple, yet fundamental and safety-
critical test could have been so stunningly, blindingly 
botched in so many ways, by so many people, 
demonstrates gross negligence.”  

The explosion at Deepwater Horizon began a 
three-month long flow of oil spilling into the Gulf of 
Mexico that had a huge ecological impact. Hundreds of 

dolphins well as three sperm whales were found dead. 
Small fish were wiped out weakening the gulf food 
chain. Oil and oil dispersants washed into the fragile 
ecosystem of the Louisiana wetlands and damaged 
4,375 miles of shoreline. Louisiana was responsible for 
approximately one-third of America’s seafood supply. 
Fishing and communities dependent on tourism 
suffered and workers lost jobs. 

Tourism is one of the top industries in the Gulf 
region with such tourist hot spots as New Orleans, 
Houston, and beaches on the west coast of Florida. 
Prior to the oil spill in 2008, tourists accounted for 
more than $30 billion of spending in these three Gulf 
regions alone. It was estimated that in the next three 
years the region would lose 20 billion tourist dollars. 

BP also took an economic hit in the aftermath of 
the oil spill. BP stock dropped from $60.48 a share in 
late April 2010 to $47.50 a share, a drop off 21%. BP 
gas stations, although independently owned, had sales 
declines of 10-40%. Although the Oil Spill Act of 1990 
only holds BP accountable for $75,000,000 of 
damages, however BP pledged to cover all losses that 
were results of the spill that could amount to $38 
billion including civil fines under the Clean Water Act 
that reportedly range from $5.4 to $21 billion.  

Along with the economic and social backlash there 
was a political reaction. Representative George Miller, 
a Democrat from California, declared “British 
Petroleum has a flagrant history of taking risks to boost 
profits that has resulted in deaths of workers, 
destruction of the environment and economic chaos in 
local communities.” Miller questioned why BP was 
being given government projects with its history of 
reckless and irresponsible behavior and wanted BP 
banned from government projects for seven years. 

Ken Salazar, Secretary of the Department of the 
Interior ordered inspections of all operations in the 
Gulf of Mexico, even companies not involved with BP. 
The Department of the Interior also issued a 
moratorium on all digs for the next six months that led 
to the suspension of work on thirty-three oilrigs. 
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BP Oil Spill in the Gulf of Mexico (90-minute lesson for an extended class or two class periods) 
Aim: What was the impact of the BP Oil Spill in the Gulf of Mexico? 
Main Ideas: Students should understand the effect that an oil spill had on the local and national economies, the 
environment, and individuals living in the area as well as the difficulties involved in an oil spill clean-up. 
Online: New York Times: Tracking the Oil Spill in the Gulf interactive web page 
http://www.nytimes.com/interactive/2010/05/01/us/20100501-oil-spill-tracker.html 
Activities: In a large clear bucket filled with water place a clear plastic tube so that it almost touches the bottom. 
Slowly pour oil into the tube and have the students make observations about what they see happening between the 
oil and water. They should brainstorm ways to separate the oil from the water and try them while recording which 
methods work best and are applicable in the ocean. Provide students with materials such as cotton, fake fur/hair, 
feathers, paper towels and nylon. Students use the Times webpage to watch time lapse video of the oil spill in the 
gulf. After they watch the video they click through the other tabs labeled “where oil has made landfall” and “effects 
on wildlife” and answer questions about what they saw and read. 
  

The Impact of Hurricane Sandy on the NY-NJ Metro Region 
by Kenneth Kaufman 

 

“The storm of the century is approaching!” “The “Frankenstorm” is about to arrive!” These statements were 
made on the approach of Hurricane Sandy to the New Jersey and New York metropolitan region in October 2012. 
Most residents, including those living in coastal areas, looked on the reports as hysteria designed to sell newspapers 
and fill airtime. But this time it was different.  

For years climatologists said it would occur. The Army Corp of Engineers and the National Weather Service 
issued warnings. They said that climate change would create more and more violent storms in the metro region. The 
question was “when,” not “if.”  

According to the United Nations’ World Meteorological Organization (WMO) and the National Oceanographic 
and Atmospheric Administration( NOAA), the scientific consensus is that world sea level will increase at 
approximately one inch per decade. This sea level increase has been documented by U.S. government records since 
the late 18th century. It has already impacted much of the South Shore of Long Island and the New Jersey barrier 
islands. The Army Corp of Engineers has tried to combat erosion by constructing “groins,” stone piers that project 
from the shore at beaches.  

Throughout the region electricity, phone service, and gasoline supplies were disrupted by Hurricane Sandy. In 
New York City subways and all road tunnels entering Manhattan except the Lincoln Tunnel were flooded, schools 
and the New York Stock Exchange, and numerous homes and businesses were destroyed, including over 100 
homes destroyed by fire in Breezy Point, Queens. Large parts of the city and surrounding areas lost electricity for 
several days. Bellevue Hospital Center and other large hospitals were closed and evacuated. At least 53 people died 
in New York as a result of the storm and economic losses were estimated to be at least $18 billion. In New Jersey, 
economic losses to businesses were estimated as $30 billion. Over two million households lost power in the storm, 
72,000 homes and businesses were destroyed, and 34 people were killed. 

Much of the south shore of Long Island and the New Jersey coast is below 25 feet ASL, (Above Sea Level) 
including 80% of the area south of Sunrise Highway. My home in Woodmere, New York, is just above the 25 foot 
line ASL and therefore is somewhat safe from the water but not from other significant changes to the metro area. In 
the southern section of Nassau County there is a major sewage plant at Bay Park. This plant processes the waste of 
hundreds’ of thousands of people. The storm surge created by Hurricane Sandy put it out of service. As a result, in 
low-lying areas of Nassau County’s “Five Towns” sewage backed up onto the streets and into people’s homes. This 
type of breakdown could foreshadow an increase in sewage related epidemic disease such as cholera and typhus in 
the future.  



 

Social Science Docket                                            49                                                  Summer-Fall 2013 

 

Short and long-term fixes are now being debated but funding will be difficult to secure and many people remain 
skeptical about the need to respond. Off-shore reefs, higher sand dunes, and grasses on shore could be natural ways 
to protect areas, but they may not be sufficient. Even while communities race to rebuild, there is some discussion 
that it would be better not rebuilding on the most vulnerable sites. There are more drastic and expensive proposals. 
In the Netherlands and Venice, Italy sea walls have been constructed. However if sea walls were built across the 
Verrazano Narrows, Staten Island Kills, and the Long Island Sound there would still be no protection for the South 
Shore of Long Island or the Jersey shore.  

 

The Impact of Hurricane Sandy on the NY-NJ Metro Region 
Instructions: Examine the interactive maps, images, and quotes. In your opinion, how serious is the threat of 
global climate change to the NY-NJ metropolitian area? Explain your views. 
Interactive maps: http://sealevel.climatecentral.org/. What happens to New York and New Jersey as sea levels rise? 
 

  
Entrance to the Brooklyn Battery tunnel in NYC.  A steeple ripped off a church in Rockaway, NJ. 
  

  
Woodmere, New York docks destroyed. Former Spring Lake, New Jersey boardwalk. 
 

Local Political Leaders on the Impact of Hurricane Sandy 
 “I’m very concerned about the people . . . who said they’re going to ride it out. They are now in harm’s way, and I 
don’t know if we can get them out or not. But we’re putting other people in harm’s way, the emergency responders, 
in trying to get them out.” – New Jersey Governor Chris Christie, October 29, 2012 
“Anyone who says there is not a dramatic change in weather patterns is denying reality.” – New York Governor 
Andrew Cuomo, October 30, 2012  
 “Whether or not Hurricane Sandy resulted from climate change, there is no doubt that the threat of increasingly 
intense storms should spur Washington to make the issue a top priority.” – New York City Mayor Michael 
Bloomberg, November 14, 2012 
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Teaching the Implications of “Superstorm Sandy” 
by Jay Shuttleworth 

 

In October 2012, Hurricane Sandy, already downgraded to a storm by landfall, killed at least 285 people, 
caused an estimated $75 billion in damage, and left at least 200,000 people homeless on the east coast of the United 
States. Such statistics ranked Sandy second all-time as the most damaging of U. S. hurricanes (Katrina, in 2005, 
caused an estimated 108 billion dollars in damage). Distressingly, many scientists, climatologists, geologists, and 
meteorologists were quick to point out that these types of “super storms” may occur more frequently as ocean and 
atmospheric temperatures continue to increase. 

For many New York and New Jersey educators, this event was a “teachable” moment. Large numbers of 
students, families, and teachers were impacted by it. But how might this personally relevant teaching moment 
unfold? A good suggestion in this and similar cases is to ground instruction in the framework of sustainability 
education. As a broad construct, sustainability is a concept where an individual attempts to meet his or her needs 
without impeding the ability of current and future generations to also meet their needs. Sustainability education 
engages students in a discourse that helps them realize the civic responsibility associated with making sustainable 
choices. 

There are persistent challenges to teaching about sustainability. Studies indicate that even students 
knowledgeable about sustainability issues are often reluctant to apply such information to contemporary problems, 
particularly if they are being driven to arrive at conclusions that impinge on their own habits. A way to address this 
gap might be to consider how students interact with sustainability issues. For example, informing students of 
sustainability issues may not be sufficient to spur their interest or sense of responsibility to take action. However, 
engaging students in a dialogue about the philosophical underpinnings of the issues may be a possible avenue to 
spur authentic student action.  

Dialogues can arise from classroom discussions borrowing from an issues-centered, decision-making 
framework that postulates the civic value of dialoguing about questions in which well-informed participants might 
disagree. The purpose is for participants not to necessarily arrive at an “answer.” Rather, by gaining access to a 
diversity of insights, a longer-range self-reflection about how to take action may be set in motion. An example of an 
issues-centered, decision-making question could be, “Should soda companies have to pay the public costs required 
to recycle the glass, plastic, and aluminum containers their products come in?” 

Prior to teaching about the social issues related to Superstorm Sandy, teachers might consider an initial inquiry 
that is frequently skipped over. Before proceeding to variations of questions like “How can we live more 
sustainably?” or “How can we better prepare for the next storm?, teachers could begin with the question “Should we 
live more sustainably?” or “Should we prepare for the next storm?” When skipping these underlying questions, 
teachers assume that students support doing something without first discussing what their moral or philosophical 
positioning is. 

Consider some of the following questions when leading a dialogue about Hurricane Sandy:  
 

PREVENTION 
* Should we prepare differently for the next superstorm? 
* How can we prepare differently for the next superstorm? 
* Who should pay for these new preparations?  
* Should we adjust our personal habits in an attempt to lessen the causes of climate change? 
* Who is responsible for addressing the effects of climate change? 
* Should you individually adjust your personal habits in an attempt to lesson the causes of climate change even if 
others do not? 
*How can we adjust our personal habits in an attempt to lessen the causes of climate change? 
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REBUILDING 
* Should we rebuild all areas damaged by Superstorm Sandy? 
* Who is responsible for paying for the areas damaged by Superstorm Sandy? 
* Who is responsible for repairing homes whose occupants knowingly lived in high-risk flood zones?  
 

As you teach the social issues of sustainability, either with the above questions or with your own versions, 
consider some pedagogical strategies that might trouble-shoot the lesson. For example, to what extent will you 
balance the subject in a global or local context? Hooking students on the local perspective has its benefits, but 
placing the issue within its broader global context is necessary to not oversimplify climate change.  

With that consideration might arise another subject – how to teach accurately about climate change but in a way 
that does not overwhelm them with a “doomsday” perspective. Researchers report that instruction that over-
emphasizes negative information about the environment instead of pointing out ways to be pro-active leads to a 
feeling of hopelessness.  

Finally, before asking students to engage in these dialogues, consider student learning outcomes. First, should 
their answers/proposals favor creativity or realism? Researchers favor creative thinking, yet solutions based entirely 
on creative thinking might involve fantastical scenarios that fail to provide much evidence of student learning about 
climate change. Second, consider whether it makes more sense to emphasize technological advances or personal 
habit change. While a mixture of the two is desirable, many researchers believe personal habit changes will 
ultimately determine the sustainability of human civilization. 

Discussion of social issues related to environmental sustainability should not begin or end with Superstorm 
Sandy. In global history, consider examining the development of a sustainable food supply in ancient civilizations 
or the contemporary issue of African desertification. In U. S. history, content entry-points include soil exhaustion 
during the 1930s and the response of the conservation-oriented New Deal. Linking these and other past events to 
Superstorm Sandy or more general concerns about climate change offer outstanding options for relevant dialogue 
about a future that many New York and New Jersey students have already had a first-hand experience with. 
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Global Warming: Caused by Humans or Naturally-Occurring? 
by Michael Pezone 

 

National Common Core standards call for students to write argumentative essays where they evaluate 
conflicting opinions about controversial issues. This approach can lead to troubling intellectual problems. There is 
no positive side to slavery, genocide, or the exploitation of children. I also do not think there is a positive side to 
imperialism, nuclear weapons, or racism and I do not want to encourage students to argue in favor of these 
positions. There are also issues where there is overwhelming historical or scientific consensus for one position. The 
European Holocaust during World War II happened, there is no legitimate debate on this issue.  

The scientific evidence is also overwhelming that global warming is being caused by human action and 
encouraging students to consider alternative scenarios is like encouraging them to consider that the Earth, the 
universe, and living things were all created in six days. Instead of essays about whether humans are causing global 
warming, students should write about how the United States should address this worldwide environmental crisis. 
After all, the real debate conducted by people, organizations, and governments around the world is over what 
actions need to be taken to limit and reduce greenhouse gas emissions.  

 

The Scientific Consensus on Global Warming 
* According to the Environmental Protection Agency, 
“The major scientific agencies of the United States — 
including the National Aeronautics and Space 
Administration (NASA) and the National Oceanic and 
Atmospheric Administration (NOAA) — agree that 
climate change is occurring and that humans are 
contributing to it. In 2010, the National Research 
Council concluded that ‘Climate change is occurring, 
is very likely caused by human activities, and poses 
significant risks for a broad range of human and natural 
systems.’ . . . This doesn't necessarily mean that every 
scientist sees eye to eye on each component of the 
climate change problem, but broad agreement exists 
that climate change is happening and is primarily 
caused by excess greenhouse gases from human 
activities.” (http://epa.gov/climatechange/facts.html) 
* A letter to U.S. Senators from the American Assoc-
iation for the Advancement of Science was signed by 
representatives from 18 scientific organizations.  
 

“As you consider climate change legislation, we, as 
leaders of scientific organizations, write to state the 
consensus scientific view. Observations throughout the 
world make it clear that climate change is occurring, 
and rigorous scientific research demonstrates that the 
greenhouse gases emitted by human activities are the 
primary driver. These conclusions are based on 
multiple independent lines of evidence, and contrary 
assertions are inconsistent with an objective 
assessment of the vast body of peer-reviewed science. 

* The Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change 
(IPCC) reported as long ago as 2001 that “An 
increasing body of observations gives a collective 
picture of a warming world and other changes in the 
climate system….There is new and stronger evidence 
that most of the warming observed over the last 50 
years is attributable to human activities.” 
(http://www.ipcc.ch/publications_and_data/ar4/wg1/en
/ch1s1-es.html) 
* The Committee on the Science of Climate Change of 
the National Research Council endorsed the 
Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change’s findings 
in 2001: “The IPCC’s conclusion that most of the 
observed warming of the last 50 years is likely to have 
been due to the increase in greenhouse gas 
concentrations accurately reflects the current thinking 
of the scientific community on this issue.” 
(http://www.nationalacademies.org/nrc/) 
* The National Academy of Sciences stated: “In the 
judgment of most climate scientists, Earth’s warming 
in recent decades has been caused primarily by human 
activities that have increased the amount of greenhouse 
gases in the atmosphere.” (www.nasonline.org) 
* In 2009, the National Association of Geoscience 
Teachers issued a position statement that “Earth's 
climate is changing” [and] “that present warming 
trends are largely the result of human activities.” 
(http://www.nagt.org/index.html) 
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Lincoln the Movie Versus Lincoln the President  
Lincoln the movie earned overwhelmingly positive reviews and twelve Academy Award nominations. Three 

historians and teachers who have contributed to Social Science Docket in the past respond to the movie, its 
supporters, and its critics. Critics of the movie include Congressional Representative Joe Courtney of Connecticut 
who discovered that it inaccurately portrayed the state’s Congressional delegation as divided over whether to 
approve the 13th Amendment ending slavery in the United States. Historian Eric Foner excused the inaccuracies as 
poetic license acceptable in a work of historical fiction (http://www.cnn.com/2013/02/07/showbiz/lincoln-
error/index.html). Screenwriter Tony Kushner defended the alterations as necessary “to clarify to the audience the 
historical reality that the Thirteenth Amendment passed by a very narrow margin that wasn’t determined until the 
end of the vote . . . In making changes to the voting sequence, we adhered to time-honored and completely 
legitimate standards for the creation of historical drama, which is what Lincoln is” (http://www.usatoday.com 
/story/life/people/2013/02/08/lincoln-screenwriter-tony-kushner-defends-accuracy/1901351/). 

William Loren Katz is the author of forty books, mostly on African American history. His website is 
williamlkatz.com. Bill Bigelow is a social studies teacher in Portland, Oregon, an editor of Rethinking Schools 
(http://www.rethinkingschools.org), and co-director of the Zinn Education Project (http://zinnedproject.org/). The 
article originally appeared in the Huffington Post (http://www.huffingtonpost.com/bill-bigelow/rethinkin-lincoln-
on-the-_b_2294455.html). Alan Singer is a professor of secondary education at Hofstra University. A version of 
this essay appeared on the History News Network. Following the reviews, activities sheets highlight disagreements 
amongst opponents of slavery with mock debates between William Lloyd Garrison and Frederick Douglass, 
Abraham Lincoln and Stephen Douglas, and Abraham Lincoln and Thaddeus Stevens. – Alan Singer 

 

Lincoln the Movie 
by William Loren Katz 

Beyond its superb direction, riveting suspense, and 
brilliant cast, Lincoln deserves to be judged by the 
historical accuracy of this compelling story. 

First, one has to be impressed with the film’s grim 
opening. Two seasoned African American soldiers 
unflinchingly speak truth to America’s most venerated 
President played by Daniel Day Lewis. They tell of 
gory battles and how their surrender or capture will 
mean immediate execution. The feistier of the two 
pointedly adds, “our pay is half of what white soldiers 
get, and we have to pay for our own uniforms.”  

The movie also offers intense, honest debates 
relevant to today. A cautious, conservative Lincoln 
whose hand is on the white public’s pulse duels with 
Thaddeus Stevens, Congress’ most powerful radical 
advocate of racial equality. Many historians and two 
Hollywood movies [Birth of a Nation (1915) and 
Tennessee Johnson (1942)] cast Stevens as a Benedict 
Arnold grade “race traitor.” Tony Kushner’s script and 
Tommy Lee Jones’s scene-stealing acting rescues 
Stevens from his defamers. In a racist time, Jones plays 
a grim abolitionist ready to “fight slavery until Hell 
freezes over and then continue the battle on the ice.” 

He also wields a tongue that reduces political foes to 
quivering self-doubt. 

But once the film focuses on Lincoln’s no-holds-
barred effort to pass the 13th Amendment, there are 
serious omissions. Senator Charles Sumner and 
Congressman Stevens actually led the legislative 
struggle to pass the Amendment and Frederick 
Douglass, Elizabeth Cady Stanton, and Susan B. 
Anthony led the public fight. 

The story does not indicate that for two years as 
Lincoln waged war solely “to save the Union,” he left 
slavery untouched, and forced his officers to return 
escapees to their Confederate owners. Then the ground 
beneath the President moved. At the first sight of 
Union troops enslaved people rushed to free 
themselves. The Confederacy’s greatest asset turned 
into its worst nightmare, an enemy within. Fleeing 
Black families forever destroyed the myth of the loyal, 
happy, docile slave. The white wake-up call continued 
as a kind of “general strike,” stripping the Confederacy 
of its agricultural manpower, handing it a home front 
problem, and eventually triggered urban bread riots 
and more battlefield desertions.  

Next, Union officers told Lincoln how these 
escaped slaves, called “Contrabands,” were eager to 
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help as nurses, construction workers, servants, cooks, 
messengers and blacksmiths. Some wanted to serve as 
spies and soldiers. Northern papers carried this news to 
a white public whose drafted fathers, brothers and 
uncles were dying in large numbers. Meanwhile, 
Garrison, Douglass, and Stevens, pounded harder for 
emancipation, Black recruitment and equality.  

Union officers began to allow Contrabands to work 
in their camps, and some were given arms. Only 
months after Fort Sumer surrendered, in the Indian 
Territory alone, ten thousand African Americans, 
Native Americans, Black Indians, and some southern 
whites, battled Confederate armies. Survivors then 
fought their way to Kansas where many joined 
unofficial Union units. Under the command of white 
officers who earlier rode with fiery John Brown, they 
set off to rescue enslaved people in Missouri.  

In May 1862 Robert Smalls “thought the Planter 
might be of some use to Uncle Abe.” The pilot of the 
Confederate battleship and his slave crew waited until 
their white officers left for the night. Then they led 
their families aboard and sailed it to the Union fleet. 
Smalls was appointed captain of US Navy’s Planter. 
Many whites had to reevaluate their assumptions.  

Congress responded to the unrelenting hammering 
of runaways and abolitionists with two Confiscation 
Acts. These set the stage for the Emancipation 
Proclamation and on January 1, 1863 Lincoln 
proclaimed one of the world’s famous catch-ups. Four 
months after his Proclamation welcomed African 
Americans into his armed forces, he wisely admitted: 
“I claim not to have controlled events, but confess 
plainly that events have controlled me.” 

By August 1863, Lincoln had good reason to see 
“peace as not so distant.” He reported “Commanders of 
our armies in the field believe the emancipation policy, 
and the use of colored troops constitute the heaviest 
blow yet dealt to the rebellion.” The President’s praise 
for his new soldiers was unstinting. “There will be 
some black men who can remember that, with silent 
tongue, and clenched teeth, and steady eye, and well-
poised bayonet, they have helped mankind . . . while, I 
fear there will be some white ones, unable to forget 
that, with malignant heart, and deceitful speech, they 
have strove to hinder it.”  

In November, Union battlefield victories and the 
success of Lincoln’s Black military gamble persuaded 

the electorate, including a whopping 70% of white 
soldiers, to return him to the White House with 212 
electoral votes to 21 and the largest percentage of the 
popular vote [55%] since Andrew Jackson. 

Five days before his death the President offered 
this assessment of his leadership: “I have only been an 
instrument. The logic and moral power of Garrison and 
the anti-slavery people of the country and the army, 
have done all.” By then 178,958 African Americans, a 
tenth of the Union army and a fifth of black males 
under the age of 45, had enlisted. They fought 449 
engagements and 39 major battles earning 22 Medals 
of Honor. An additional 29,511 African American men 
comprised a fourth of the Union Navy, which unlike 
the Army, was integrated. Black volunteers continued 
arriving as the Confederacy suffered mounting 
desertions and casualties and had no reserves. 

Spielberg’s Lincoln omits so much that Lincoln 
found crucial. After the first scene, the only people of 
color who appear are pleasant, taciturn servants. 
Actress Gloria Reuben plays a quiet and subdued 
Elizabeth Keckley, servant to Mrs. Lincoln. Mrs. 
Keckley actually purchased her freedom and that of her 
son and sent him to college until he volunteered for the 
Union army where he died in battle. A noted 
seamstress, she served in the households of Jefferson 
Davis and Robert E. Lee before the Lincoln White 
House. Later she organized the Contraband Relief 
Society that aided thousands of wartime runaways with 
donations collected from the Lincolns, prominent 
whites, and free African Americans. In 1868 she wrote 
a memoir of her slave and White House days.  

In the early 1865 period covered by the film 
President Lincoln welcomed some dynamic African 
Americans to the White House who do not appear on 
screen. They included Frederick Douglass and Martin 
R. Delany, the father of Black Nationalism, who 
Lincoln called this “most extraordinary and intelligent 
man,” and appointed him a Major, the highest-ranking 
Black Union officer. Three times Lincoln conferred 
with “my good friend Douglass,” a runaway slave, of 
whom he said “there’s no man’s opinion I value more 
than yours.” By then Douglass was a noted speaker, 
author, editor, and champion of women’s rights. He 
became one of Lincoln’s chief advisors and recruiters 
of African American troops, and was perhaps the 
greatest American reformer of the 19th century.  
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Mrs. Keckley’s wartime contribution is missing, 
Delany and Douglass are absent, and so are the African 
American millions who fled plantations, helped behind 
enemy lines, and the hundreds of thousands whose 
guns helped defeat both slavery and the Confederacy. 
This leaves only a white Congress and President with 
the power to make history. This is hardly the lesson of 
the Civil War.  

Lincoln knew differently. His success rested on a 
willingness to listen to others, and to learn from 
experience. He began as a frontier lawyer who told 
“darkey stories,” a Senate candidate who opposed “the 
social and political equality of the black and white 
races,” and a President who hoped freed slaves would 
leave the country. The demands of runaways, the 
victories of Black troops, and the advice of white and 
African American activists changed his direction. 
Though he disputed their reasoning and conclusions 
and resented their harsh tone, he listened and acted. To 
his credit he never retreated from an advanced position. 
At the war’s end he publicly asked for a peace that 
granted Black war veterans and educated men of color 
the right to vote.  

This Lincoln and many who influenced his decis-
ions failed to make the final cut of Lincoln. That is 
unfortunate. Americans deserve to know that the 
daring, courage and sacrifice of anti-slavery men and 
women determined the course of the Civil War, altered 
public opinion, led to Congressional laws, added 
Amendments to the Constitution and shaped the 
thinking and actions of America’s greatest icon. 
Lincoln knew who made him “the great emancipator.” 
 

Rethinkin’ Lincoln 
by Bill Bigelow 

Here’s a history quiz to use with people you run 
into today: Ask them who ended slavery. I taught high 
school U.S. history for almost 30 years, and as we 
began our study, students knew the obvious answer: 
Abraham Lincoln. But by the time our study ended, 
their “Who ended slavery?” essays were more diverse, 
more complex – and more accurate. In coming years, 
teachers’ jobs will be made harder by Steven 
Spielberg’s film Lincoln, in which Daniel Day-Lewis 
gives a brilliant performance as Lincoln-the-abolition-
ist. The problem is that Lincoln was not an abolitionist. 

Spielberg and screenwriter Tony Kushner concen-
trated on the final months of Lincoln’s life when he 
went all-out to pass the 13th Amendment ending U.S. 
slavery. Missing from this portrait is the early Lincoln 
that did everything possible to preserve slavery. 

Today’s Common Core State Standards propose 
that teachers concentrate on the compact and stirring 
Gettysburg Address, also featured in Lincoln. But my 
students and I begin with Lincoln’s first words as 
president, his first inaugural address, delivered on 
March 4, 1861. In this speech, not quoted in a single 
commercial textbook I’ve ever seen, Lincoln promised 
slaveowners that they could keep their slaves forever. 
He said that “ample evidence” existed in all his 
published speeches that he had no intention of ending 
slavery. Lincoln also promised to “cheerfully” enforce 
the Fugitive Slave Act in protection of the nation’s 
“property, peace, and security.” Finally, Lincoln said 
that he would not oppose the constitutional amendment 
that had recently passed Congress, “to the effect that 
the Federal Government shall never interfere with the 
domestic institutions of the States, including that of 
persons held to service.” Had it gone into effect, this 
slavery-forever amendment would have been the 13th 
Amendment to the U.S. Constitution.  

According to historian Eric Foner in his Pulitzer 
Prize-winning book The Fiery Trial, Lincoln sent that 
pro-slavery 13th Amendment to the states for 
ratification; agreed to admit New Mexico to the Union 
as a slave state; continued with schemes to deport – 
“colonize” in the jargon of the day – African 
Americans, proposing they be sent to Guatemala, 
Chiriqui (Colombia), and Haiti; and in just the first 
three months after the Civil War began, returned more 
escaped slaves to their supposed owners than had been 
returned in the entire presidency of his immediate 
predecessor, James Buchanan. As the abolitionist 
William Lloyd Garrison, editor of The Liberator, 
commented in late 1861, Abraham Lincoln “has 
evidently not a drop of anti-slavery blood in his veins.”  

Lincoln may be remembered today as “the Great 
Emancipator,” but he was no abolitionist. His aim 
throughout his presidency was to keep the Union 
together, a task fraught with contradictions, as large 
swaths of the country embraced both the Union and 
slavery. As Lincoln said in August 1862, “My 
paramount object in this struggle is to save the Union, 
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and is not either to save or to destroy slavery. If I could 
save the Union without freeing any slave I would do it, 
and if I could save it by freeing all the slaves I would 
do it; and if I could save it by freeing some and leaving 
others alone I would also do that. What I do about 
slavery, and the colored race, I do because I believe it 
helps to save the Union.” 

Lincoln’s stance on slavery as the war progressed 
was based on military rather than moral considerations. 
That is the necessary context for students to approach 
the Emancipation Proclamation, which took effect 150 
years ago, on January 1, 1863. Interestingly, despite 
the fact that the proclamation is mentioned in virtually 
every textbook, it is never printed in its entirety. 
Perhaps that is because despite its lofty-sounding title, 
this is no stirring document of liberty and equality; in 
fact, it does not even criticize slavery. “Emancipation” 
is presented purely as a measure of military necessity. 
Lincoln offered freedom to enslaved people in areas in 
“rebellion against the United States.” It reads like a 
document written by a lawyer – one who happened to 
be a Commander in Chief – not an abolitionist. It even 
goes county-by-county listing areas where slavery 
would remain in force, “precisely as if this 
proclamation were not issued.” According to Foner, the 
proclamation left more than 20 percent of enslaved 
people still in slavery – 800,000 out of 3.9 million. 

No doubt, the Emancipation Proclamation was a 
huge deal, and it was cheered by abolitionists and even 
those who remained enslaved. As the great African 
American abolitionist Frederick Douglass pointed out, 
Lincoln’s proclamation united “the cause of the slaves 
and the cause of the country.” Those opposed to 
slavery were determined to use the Emancipation 
Proclamation as an instrument to end slavery 
everywhere and forever – regardless of Lincoln’s more 
limited intent. Freedom would be won, not given. 

With rare exceptions such as the American Social 
History Project’s fine Freedom’s Unfinished Revolu-
tion, middle and high school textbooks fail to credit the 
real anti-slavery heroes in this story: the enslaved 
themselves, along with their black and white 
abolitionist allies. While early in the conflict Lincoln 
was offering verbal cake and ice cream to slaveowners, 
the enslaved were doing everything they could to turn a 
war for national unity into a war to end slavery, 
impressing Union generals with their courage, skill, 

and knowledge – ultimately forcing Lincoln to reverse 
his early policy of returning those fleeing slavery and, 
in time, leading the president to embrace their entry 
into the war as soldiers. The actions of the formerly 
enslaved even turned some white Union soldiers into 
abolitionists. This resistance to slavery, along with its 
effects on Union soldiers, is captured in this 1862 
testimony from General Daniel E. Sickles, quoted in 
Freedom’s Unfinished Revolution: 
 

“The most valuable and reliable information of the 
enemy’s movements in our vicinity that we have been 
able to get derived from Negroes who came into our 
lines . . . They will submit to any privation, perform 
any duty, incur any danger . . . These services rendered 
by these men are known to the soldiers, and contribute, 
I presume, largely to the sympathy they feel for them.” 

 

Who gets credited for the end of slavery has con-
temporary implications. As Lonnie Bunch, director of 
the Smithsonian National Museum of African 
American History and Culture, points out in the film 
Monumental Myths, if it appears that Lincoln gave 
blacks freedom “you create an environment where 
people begin to think, ‘Well, African Americans have 
always had things handed to them.’ It gets carried into 
the notions of welfare and the like.” African Americans 
received gifts from generous white people. 

Beginning with the notion that “Columbus 
discovered America,” this top-down, Great Man 
approach has long characterized history instruction in 
our country. Things happen, good or bad, because 
those in power make them happen. What this misses is, 
through our compliance or resistance, the actions of 
ordinary people. And when it comes to momentous 
social changes, like the abolition of slavery, one will 
always find social movements and the oppressed 
themselves at the center. As historian Howard Zinn 
said about the end of slavery: “Blacks won their 
freedom because for 30 years before the Civil War, 
they participated in a great movement of resistance.” 

So when I ask my students to write an essay on 
“Who (or what) ended slavery?” I get lots of different 
answers. But none of them credits a single individual. 
And all of them include evidence of how, in myriad 
ways, the people themselves make history. 
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Myths and Movies 
by Alan Singer 

Historians Kate Masur and Eric Foner raised two 
of the most important critiques of the movie Lincoln 
directed by Steven Spielberg. Masur found it 
“disappointing that in a movie devoted to explaining 
the abolition of slavery in the United States, African-
American characters do almost nothing but passively 
wait for white men to liberate them . . . Mr. Spielberg’s 
“Lincoln” helps perpetuate the notion that African 
Americans have offered little of substance to their own 
liberation.” She called the movie “an opportunity 
squandered.” 

Foner argued that the film provided “a severely 
truncated view” of the struggle to end slavery in the 
United States. According to Foner, “Emancipation — 
like all far-reaching political change — resulted from 
events at all levels of society, including the efforts of 
social movements to change public sentiment and of 
slaves themselves to acquire freedom.” The movie left 
out the campaign for the 13th amendment headed by 
feminist foremothers Susan B. Anthony and Elizabeth 
Cady Stanton and the role of enslaved Africans in 
bringing about the end of slavery by fleeing 
plantations, joining the Union army, and even “sacking 
plantation homes and seizing land.” Foner concluded, 
“Slavery died on the ground, not just in the White 
House and the House of Representatives. That would 
be a dramatic story for Hollywood.”  

Every historical movie, at best, can only offer a 
snapshot of individuals and events. To paint Lincoln as 
the “Great Emancipator,” Spielberg focused almost 
entirely on December 1864 through January 1865, two 
months in between the reelection of Abraham Lincoln 
in November and his assassination in April. However, 
if we look at a different “five minutes” in Lincoln’s life 
the snapshot and movie would be very different. We 
would see a very different, much less endearing, 
President Lincoln. 

For example, in his Annual Message to Congress 
on December 1, 1862, a month before the 
implementation of the Emancipation Proclamation, 
Lincoln proposed a Constitutional Amendment that 
would have included compensation for former 
slaveholders and gradual emancipation that would have 
extended slavery in the United States into the 20th 

century. Under this proposal, enslaved Africans 
received no compensation for centuries of unpaid labor 
and would be subject to voluntary colonization 
(deportation) outside the United States.  

In 2000, Lerone Bennett Jr., executive editor of 
Ebony magazine, published Forced into Glory, 
Abraham Lincoln’s White Dream (Chicago, IL: 
Johnson Publishing). The book, based on an article 
first published in 1968, was reissued again in 2007. 
Bennett charged, “academia and media had been 
hiding the truth for 135 years and that Lincoln was not 
the great emancipator or the small emancipator or the 
economy-sized emancipator.”  

To support this position, Bennett quoted Lincoln 
from a speech in 1858 during the Lincoln-Stephen 
Douglas debates held during their campaign for senator 
from Illinois. 

 

“I am not, nor ever have been, in favor of bringing 
about in any way the social and political equality of the 
white and black races, that I am not nor ever have been 
in favor of making voters or jurors of negroes, nor of 
qualifying them to hold office, nor to intermarry with 
white people; and I will say in addition to this that 
there is a physical difference between the white and 
black races which I believe will forever forbid the two 
races living together on terms of social and political 
equality.”  

 

Bennett’s article and book were not well received 
by historians. Pulitzer Prize winning historian James 
M. McPherson dismissed Bennett’s book as “600 
pages of angry, relentless and repetitious prose” that 
“suffers from crucial flaws” and “distortions in 
interpretation.” The sub-title of a review he wrote for 
The New York Times sarcastically credited Bennett 
with not being “deceived by the tricks that fooled 
Frederick Douglass and Martin Luther King Jr.” 
According to McPherson, most Lincoln scholars 
considered Bennett’s original article “a tendentious 
work of scholarship, marred by selective evidence 
taken out of context, suppressive of contrary evidence, 
heedless of the cultural and political climate that 
constrained Lincoln’s options and oblivious of 
Lincoln’s capacity for growth, which enabled him to 
transcend the racist environment of his youth” 

In the Los Angeles Times, Eric Foner, a more 
modulated voice and also a Pulitzer Prize winning 
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historian, wrote, “Apart from Bennett’s indignant tone, 
little in the Ebony piece was actually new. Millions of 
readers had already encountered Richard Hofstadter’s 
brilliant portrait of Lincoln in ‘The American Political 
Tradition,’ which belittled the Emancipation 
Proclamation and pointedly juxtaposed Lincoln’s 1858 
speech in Chicago affirming the equality of man with 
his address in pro-slavery southern Illinois the same 
year insisting that he opposed ‘bringing about in any 
way the social and political equality of the black and 
white races.’” 

Unfortunately, what Richard Hofstadter 
understood about Abraham Lincoln and the 
Emancipation Proclamation in 1948, what Lerone 
Bennett was so angry about in 1968, and what Foner 
believed to be not “new” in 2000, missed being 
included in Spielberg’s Lincoln movie which will 
probably define the way social studies teachers present 
Lincoln and Emancipation for decades.  

After viewing Spielberg’s Lincoln, as a historian, 
teacher, and teacher educator, I wondered what do 
people really know about Abraham Lincoln, the end of 
slavery in the United States, and the American Civil 
War?  

With the help of classroom teachers affiliated with 
the Hofstra University teacher education program I 
conducted a brief, unscientific, impromptu quiz with 
ten multiple-choice questions. Participants included 
students from an ethnically diverse high school on 
Long Island, an overwhelmingly White suburban high 
school, a middle school in Florida, college students 
taking a class about slavery, and students in a teacher 
education program. 

Some of the questions on the quiz were intended to 
be simple and almost everybody got them correct. Who 
was Abraham Lincoln? (a. star athletic and Olympic 
champion; b. award-winning actor; c. 16th President of 
the United States; or d. well-known vampire slayer). 
What bill has Abraham Lincoln’s picture? (five dollar).  

The key question on the quiz, at least for my 
purpose, was the last one. How did slavery in the 
United States finally end? The choices were: 

 

a. Slavery ended in 1776 when the colonies declared 
independence from Great Britain. 
b. Slavery ended in 1820 when voters passed a new 
law declaring slavery illegal. 
c. Lincoln ended slavery in the United States in 1863 
when he issued the Emancipation Proclamation. 
d. Slavery did not end until 1865 and passage of the 
13th amendment to the Constitution. 

 
The correct answer, in case you are unsure, is “d. 

Slavery did not end until 1865 and passage of the 13th 
amendment to the Constitution.” Choices “a” and “b,” 
unfortunately, are just wrong. Choice “c” was the 
tricky one and the point of this exercise. Since the 
Emancipation Proclamation only liberated enslaved 
Africans kept in bondage in rebel-held territory, very 
few people were actually freed at the time, the reason 
Lincoln and his supporters wanted the 13th 
Amendment passed. 

The worst performers on the quiz were people 
studying to be elementary school teachers. Twenty 
students took the quiz and thirteen, or 65% percent, got 
the answer incorrect. Seventeen students studying to be 
secondary school social studies teachers took the quiz. 
Fourteen, or 82% got the question correct, but they all 
should have known the answer. 

I do not know exactly when they learned it, but 
56% of the 25 students from the diverse Long Island 
high school, 58% of the 60 students from the over-
whelmingly White suburban high school, and 69% of 
the Florida middle school students got the answer right.  

The students in my freshman history/anthropology 
class who were in the midst of studying slavery in New 
York State and city, and who had actually discussed 
the question in class on multiple occasions, did the 
best. Fourteen students took the quiz and twelve or 
86% percent had the answer correct – but two did not. 

Whether you agree with everything Lerone Bennett 
wrote about Lincoln, the Emancipation Proclamation, 
and continuing White racism in the United States, it is 
clear that many Americans do not have a very good 
grasp of the nation’s history. I think it is also clear that 
myths and movies have a greater impact on national 
consciousness than do historians and history books. 



 

Social Science Docket                                            59                                                  Summer-Fall 2013 

 

 Was the U.S. Constitution a Pro-Slavery document? 

 
William Lloyd Garrison 

Background: William Lloyd Garrison, editor of The 
Liberator, was one of the most radical aboli-tionists. 
He believed in non-violent resistance to slavery and 
argued for “immediate and complete emancipation of 
all slaves.” In 1844 he publicly burned a copy of the 
Constitution condemning it as a “Covenant with 
Death, an Agreement with Hell.” Frederick 
Douglass, an escaped slave, newspaper editor, and 
abolitionist, was originally an ally of Garrison. 
However, he came to believe in “reform, not 
revolution.” He wanted to “act for the abolition of 
slavery through the government - not over its ruins.” 

 
Frederick Douglass 

Questions: 
1. Why does Garrison believe the U.S. Constitution is a pro-slavery document? 
2. Why does Douglass “deny that the Constitution guarantees the right to hold property in man”? 
3. Based on your knowledge of the Constitution, whose arguments do you find most persuasive? Why? 

 

 “The Great Crisis!”, The Liberator, II, 52 (1832) 
“There is much declamation about the sacredness of the 
compact which was formed between the free and slave 
states, on the adoption of the Constitution . . . We 
pronounce it the most bloody and heaven-daring 
arrangement ever made by men for the continuance and 
protection of a system of the most atrocious villainy 
ever exhibited on earth . . . It was a compact formed at 
the sacrifice of the bodies and souls of millions of our 
race, for the sake of achieving a political object — an 
unblushing and monstrous coalition to do evil that good 
might come. Such a compact was, in the nature of 
things and according to the law of God, null and void 
from the beginning. No body of men ever had the right 
to guarantee the holding of human beings in bondage. 
Who or what were the framers of our government, that 
they should dare confirm and authorize such high-
handed villainy . . . ? . . They had no lawful power to 
bind themselves, or their posterity. . . by such an 
unholy alliance. It was not valid then — it is not valid 
now . . . If the Union can be preserved by treading upon 
the necks, spilling the blood, and destroying the souls 
of millions of your race, we say it is not worth a price 
like this, and that it is in the highest degree criminal for 
you to continue the present compact. Let the pillars 
thereof fall — let the superstructure crumble into dust 
— if it must be upheld by robbery and oppression.” 

Speech, Glasgow, Scotland (1860) 
“I . . . deny that the Constitution guarantees the right to 
hold property in man, and believe that the way to abolish 
slavery in America is to vote such men into power as 
well use their powers for the abolition of slavery . . . The 
intentions of those who framed the Constitution, be they 
good or bad, for slavery or against slavery, are so 
respected so far, and so far only, as we find those 
intentions plainly stated in the Constitution . . . Where 
would be the advantage of a written Constitution, if, 
instead of seeking its meaning in its words, we had to 
seek them in the secret intentions of individuals who may 
have had something to do with writing the paper? . . The 
fact that men go out of the Constitution to prove it pro-
slavery, . . . is an admission that the thing for which they 
are looking is not to be found where only it ought to be 
found, and that is in the Constitution itself . . . Its 
language is ‘we the people;’ not we the white people, not 
even we the citizens, . . but we the people . . . The 
constitutionality of slavery can be made out only by 
disregarding the plain and common-sense reading of the 
Constitution itself . . . My position now is one of reform, 
not of revolution. I would act for the abolition of slavery 
through the Government — not over its ruins . . . If the 
South has made the Constitution bend to the purposes of 
slavery, let the North now make that instrument bend to 
the cause of freedom and justice.”  
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 Did slavery have to end for the nation to survive? 

Abraham Lincoln (R) 
“A house divided against 

itself cannot stand.” 

Lincoln and Douglas ran against each other 
for President in 1860, but their most famous 
debates took place in 1858 while they were 
running for Senator from Illinois. Douglas was 
elected Senator in 1858. Lincoln was elected 
President in 1860. One of the most important 
issues debated by the two candidates was the role 
of the state and federal governments in 
determining the validity of slavery. Lincoln 
stated in his “House Divided” speech that a 
country with separate laws regarding slavery 
would crumble. Douglas countered that Lincoln 
and the “Black Republican” party were abolition-
ists determined to give non-whites equal rights. 

 
Stephen Douglas (D) 

“Uniformity in the local laws and 
institutions of the different States 
is neither possible or desirable.” 

 

Questions 
1. What event is Abraham Lincoln referring to when he says “We are not far advanced into the fifth year since our 
policy was created?” 
2. What is Abraham Lincoln referring to when he says “A house divided against itself cannot stand”? What does 
Lincoln expect to happen to this “house”? 
3. In your opinion, is it smart for Lincoln to say that slavery should either be instituted nationally or not at all? 
What political repercussions could such a statement have in the time period? 
4. Why did Douglas say that uniformity between different states was both impossible and undesirable? 
5. Would you choose to elect one of these candidates over the other? Is so, why?  
 

LINCOLN: “I do not understand that the framers of 
our Constitution left the people of the free States in the 
attitude of firing bombs or shells into the slave 
States…We are now far advanced into the fifth year 
since a policy was created for the avowed object and 
with the confident promise of putting an end to slavery 
agitation. Under the operation of that policy that 
agitation has not only not ceased, but has constantly 
augmented. In my opinion it will not cease till a crisis 
shall have been reached and passed. 'A house divided 
against itself can not stand.' I believe that this 
Government cannot endure permanently half slave and 
half free. It will become all one thing or all the other. 
Either the opponents of slavery will arrest the further 
spread of it, and place it where the public mind shall 
rest in the belief that it is in the course of ultimate 
extinction, or its advocates will push it forward till it 
shall become alike lawful in all the States, old as well 
as new, North as well as South.” 
 

DOUGLAS: “Uniformity in the local laws and 
institutions of the different States is neither possible or 
desirable. If uniformity had been adopted when the 
Government was established, it must inevitably have been 
the uniformity of slavery everywhere, or else the 
uniformity of negro citizenship and negro equality 
everywhere…Do you desire to strike out of our State 
Constitution that clause which keeps slaves and free 
negroes out of the State, and allow the free negroes to 
flow in, and cover your prairies? Do you desire to turn 
this beautiful State into a free negro colony, in order that 
when Missouri abolishes slavery she can send one 
hundred thousand emancipated slaves into Illinois, to 
become citizens and voters, in equality with yourselves? 
For one, I am opposed to negro citizenship in any and 
every form. I believe this Government was made on the 
white basis. I believe it was made by white men for the 
benefit of white men and their posterity for ever, and I am 
in favor of confining citizenship to white men, men of 
European birth and descent, instead of conferring it upon 
negroes, Indians, and other inferior races.” 
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How should the nation be rebuilt after the Civil War? 

 

Background: Abraham Lincoln (left) was inaugurated for a 
second term on March 4, 1865. A little more than a month 
later he was assassinated. In his 2nd Inaugural Address he 
called for rebuilding the nation with “malice toward none, 
with charity for all.” Thaddeus Stevens (right) was a leader 
of the Radical Republicans in the House of Representatives. 
He challenged President Andrew Johnson to more 
thoroughly reorganize the South and the nation and to 
protect the rights of the former slaves. 

 
Questions 
1. Are the visions for the future presented by Lincoln and Stevens compatible? 
2. What are the implications of each vision? 
3. Whose position do you agree with more? Explain. 

 

Abraham Lincoln, 2nd Inaugural Address 
Neither party expected for the war the magnitude or the duration which it has already attained. Neither anticipated 
that the cause of the conflict might cease with or even before the conflict itself should cease. Each looked for an 
easier triumph, and a result less fundamental and astounding.  
 

Both read the same Bible and pray to the same God, and each invokes His aid against the other. It may seem 
strange that any men should dare to ask a just God's assistance in wringing their bread from the sweat of other 
men's faces, but let us judge not, that we be not judged. The prayers of both could not be answered. That of neither 
has been answered fully.  
 

Fondly do we hope, fervently do we pray, that this mighty scourge of war may speedily pass away . . . With malice 
toward none, with charity for all, with firmness in the right as God gives us to see the right, let us strive on to finish 
the work we are in, to bind up the nation's wounds, to care for him who shall have borne the battle and for his 
widow and his orphan, to do all which may achieve and cherish a just and lasting peace among ourselves and with 
all nations. 
 

Congressman Thaddeus Stevens on Reconstruction 
Nobody, I believe, pretends that with their old constitutions and frames of government they can be permitted to 
claim their old rights under the Constitution. They have torn their constitutional States into atoms, and built on their 
foundations fabrics of a totally different character. Dead men cannot raise themselves. Dead States cannot restore 
their existence “as it was.” 
 

The future condition of the conquered power depends on the will of the conqueror. They must come in as new 
states or remain as conquered provinces . . . Congress must create States and declare when they are entitled to be 
represented . . .  
 

We have turned, or are about to turn, loose four million slaves without a hut to shelter them or a cent in their 
pockets. The infernal laws of slavery have prevented them from acquiring an education, understanding the common 
laws of contract, or of managing the ordinary business of life. This Congress is bound to provide for them until they 
can take care of themselves. If we do not furnish them with homesteads, and hedge them around with protective 
laws; if we leave them to the legislation of their late masters, we had better have left them in bondage. If we fail in 
this great duty now, when we have the power, we shall deserve and receive the execration of history and of all 
future ages.  
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Slavery, Antislavery, and the Underground Railroad: A Dutchess County Guide 
by Dr. F. Kennon Moody and the Mid-Hudson Antislavery History Project 

The people of Dutchess and Ulster counties played unique and significant roles in the history of American slavery 
and abolitionism. The Hudson Valley made more concentrated use of enslaved agricultural labor than almost any 
area in the North. But Dutchess and Ulster also played significant roles in the Underground Railroad and the public 
abolitionist movement. This article is adapted from a guide prepared by the Mid-Hudson Antislavery History 
Project (http://www.mhantislaveryhistoryproject.org/). It works to call attention to this neglected aspect of our past. 
 

The Quaker Trail to Freedom 
1. Storm Family Slave Cemetery, East Fishkill, NY 
216, 0.6 miles north on Phillips Road. In 1739, Thomas 
Storm of Westchester County bought 400 acres of land 
in the Rombout Patent. The following year he moved 
his family there, and in the 1740s purchased another 
400 acres in the area now known as Stormville. Several 
branches of the Storm family used the cemetery to bury 
their slaves. The 1790 census lists 341 slaves, twelve 
of whom belonged to three Storm families. The 1820 
census lists 838 African Americans in the Town of 
Fishkill, of whom 332 were slaves, eight registered 
under the Storm surname. 
 

2. The Community of Freemanville, Poughquag, NY 
216, Depot Hill Road. In the Town of Beekman, near 
the village of Poughquag, a free African American man 
named Charles Freeman established a community in 
the early 1800s. Very few freed black persons had 
sufficient resources to secure land. Freeman was an 
exception, and the town of Freemanville became one of 
the most significant free African American 
communities in the 19th century Dutchess County. His  
will was one of the few wills of free black persons filed 
in the Surrogate Court of Dutchess County. 
 

3. Oblong Friends Meeting House, Pawling, off DC 66 
on Meeting House Rd. The community of Friends at 
Quaker Hill was the first stop for freedom-seekers 
traveling through Eastern Dutchess. The original 
meeting house was across the road from the present 
one. In 1778 the Army of the Revolution camped here 
and many soldiers are buried in Oblong Cemetery. 
 

4. Nine Partners Friends Meeting House, Millbrook 
Junction, NY 343 and Church St. This area, known as 
Mechanic, was by Quakers around 1750. Following the 
lead of the Oblong Friends, the Nine Partners Meeting 
took a firm stand against the slave trade. Just east was 
the Nine Partners School, the first co-educational 

boarding school in America and ancestor of today’s 
Oakwood Friends School in Poughkeepsie. Students 
included abolitionist and women’s rights advocate 
Lucretia Coffin (Mott) who chaired the Seneca Falls 
convention on women’s rights and Daniel Anthony, a 
stationmaster on the Underground Railroad, and father 
of Susan B. Anthony.  
 

5. Oswego Friends Meeting House, Moore’s Mill, 
intersection of Oswego Road and S. Smith Street: The 
area near the Oswego Meeting House was known as 
Moore’s Mill and was the home of Stephen Haight and 
Alfred and Charlotte Haight Moore who were involved 
in Underground Railroad activities. 
 

The River Trail to Freedom 
1. The Mount Gulian Historic Site, Beacon, NY 9D, 
Sterling St. James F. Brown was born into slavery in 
Fredericktown, Maryland. After escaping to New 
York, he was hired by the Verplanck family who 
purchased his freedom. From 1827 to 1866 Brown was 
the family gardener. Later Brown purchased the 
freedom of his wife who was still in Maryland. Brown 
kept a diary in which he recorded gardening chores, 
plant experiments, weather conditions, his personal 
affairs and those of this wife, and the changing times 
along the Hudson River between Fishkill Landing and 
Newburgh. 
 

2. The Community of Baxtertown, Fishkill, NY 35, 
opposite 272 Osborne Hill Road. Baxtertown was 
originally a settlement of free Blacks and Wappingers 
Indians, believed to have been at one point the largest 
community of free Blacks in Dutchess County. 
 

3. First Congregational Church of Poughkeepsie, 269 
Mill Street/US 44 West. First Congregational played a 
leading role in the local abolitionist movement. The 
church formed after a February 1837 incident, in which 
the Poughkeepsie Anti-Slavery Society invited Samuel 
Gould, a lecturer for the American Anti-Slavery 
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Society, to speak. A mob attended the lecture, shouted 
and roared to stop Gould’s speech, and then 
surrounded the pulpit and threatened him with 
violence. Gould took refuge at home of Dr. Thomas 
Hammond, the Poughkeepsie abolitionist who was 
hosting him. Reportedly, the mob broke all the 
windows in Hammond’s home before dispersing. 
When leaders of several local churches failed to take a 
strong stand against the attack, some of their members 
created First Congregational. Of the first 73 men who 
joined First Congregational, at least 40 were 
documented members of local antislavery societies. 
The church rulebook required all members to oppose 
“the buying or selling of human beings or holding them 
in involuntary servitude.” Of twenty-three persons who 
signed the resolution against slavery at the second 
annual meeting of the Dutchess County Anti-Slavery 
Society in June 1840, six were members of the First 
Congregational Church. 
 

4. Smith Metropolitan AME Zion Church, Pough-
keepsie, 124 Smith St. off US 44W. The A.M.E. 
congregation was founded in 1836 after African 
American members withdrew from the Washington 
Street Methodist Episcopal church. On July 16-17, 
1863, the AME Church served as a meeting place for 
statewide convention of African Americans who 
drafted a resolution called on New York to give Blacks 
the right to bear arms in order to abolish slavery. That 
summer, draft riots erupted in vicious mob attacks on 
Blacks in New York City and Poughkeepsie. Members 
of the church armed themselves and patrolled the area 
around their property. 
 

5. Storm Lancaster School, Poughkeepsie, 189 Church 
Street/US44E. The building at 189 Church St. once 
housed Poughkeepsie’s first school for Black children, 
the African Free School, formed in 1829. During the 
mid-1830s the Lancaster Society, which operated a 
school for poor white students, took over the African 
Free School and allocated it a room in their building. 
At the Lancaster School in 1837, American Anti-
Slavery Society lecturer Angelina Grimkè became the 
first white woman in the United States to speak on a 
political topic to an audience of both men and women. 
 

6. Second Baptist Church, Poughkeepsie, Corner Mill 
and Vassar Sts. off US 44W. From 1838 to 1859 this 
building was the site of the First Congregational 
Church. Here American Anti-Slavery Society lecturer 
Samuel Gould was mobbed. Frederick Douglass spoke 
here in 1847 when he was denied a platform at City 
Hall. It is probable that this is where Rev. Samuel 
Ringgold Ward was ordained as a minister. 
 

7. Site of Home of John Bolding, Poughkeepsie, 20 
Academy St/US 44E. John Bolding was born into 
slavery on a plantation near Columbia, South Carolina. 
He escaped enslavement around 1840. In 1851, after 
passage of a harsh new federal Fugitive Slave Act, a 
white visitor from South Carolina recognized Bolding 
and alerted his former master. In August 1851, Bolding 
was seized at his shop by US Marshals, taken to New 
York City, and tried in a special federal court. Bolding 
was sent back to South Carolina and slavery. Citizens 
of Poughkeepsie, led by local abolitionists, raised 
funds to purchase Bolding’s freedom. He returned to 
Poughkeepsie and lived there with his wife, Henrietta, 
until his death. In the post-Civil War years they lived at 
14 Pine Street. 
 

8. St. James Episcopal Church, Hyde Park, 4526 
Albany Post Road (US 9). Church records indicate that 
Blacks were early congregants at St. James. Nearby 
was Guineatown Lane, home of many Black families. 
Records indicate that in 1828, ten students registered in 
the church’s Sunday School lived in Guineatown. 
 

9. Quitman House, Rhinebeck, 7015 US 9, north of 
intersection with 9G. John Quitman was born and 
raised in this house. He trained for the ministry but 
moved to Ohio, where he passed the bar and then to 
Natchez, Mississippi in 1821. Quitman eventually 
owned four large landholdings, three cotton plantations 
and one sugar plantation. Around 1850, Quitman 
owned between 400 and 500 enslaved people. 
 

10. Rhinebeck Cemetery, West side of Mill Street (US 
9), south of NY 308. The Rhinebeck Association 
Cemetery opened in 1845 after town authorities 
prohibited burials in the village’s churchyard. In1853, 
Mary Garrettson gave a half-acre of ground in the 
cemetery for the burial of “people of color.” 
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