
SOCIAL STUDIES AS A CURRICULUM OF AND FOR DIVERSITY AND EQUITY

Inclusive Social Studies Classrooms

The social studies classroom plays an important role in
helping students become engaged and caring citizens,
locally, nationally, and globally. To do so requires teachers

to use social studies classrooms as living laboratories for a more
equal and just society than the one in which we now live. Schools
in general, and the social studies classroom specifically, support
the continued development of the multicultural, multiracial, and
pluralist democracy that is Canada—a democracy that is capable
of addressing the serious social and ecological challenges that face
us now, and which threaten our collective future.
The events that take place in our classrooms both shape, and are

shaped by, larger social currents that define who we are and where we are headed as a
society. To be successful, schools, and social studies classrooms in particular, must be guided
by democratic social goals and values that celebrate our human diversity and demonstrate a
quest for greater equity in our institutions and in society as a whole.
Social studies curriculum and instruction must be both visionary and practical: visionary
because we need to go beyond narrow educational goals and look toward our collective future
with hope; practical because the work of reshaping educational practice and countering
negative social forces and conditions requires daily effort. 
Teaching practices, educational activism, and dedication and creativity on the part of teachers
and other educational partners are all part of this process. Efforts to transform the social
studies classroom need to grow from a common social and pedagogical vision that strives for
an inclusive classroom focused on social justice. Curriculum and practice must reflect certain
essential characteristics, which are described below. 

1. Multicultural, equity-focused, and anti-bias in nature  
A curriculum grounded in social justice and awareness of
social diversity must be inclusive of every student in every
classroom. With our increasingly diverse student population
and nation, the social studies classroom needs to directly
address issues related to race, class, gender, and other aspects
of educational equity. We need to do more than simply
celebrate diversity. We need to take on the “hard stuff” of
exploring why some differences translate into wealth and
power, while others become the basis for discrimination and
injustice. Social studies classrooms exist in a multicultural and
multiracial society, and need to honestly face the truth about
our past and present. The often exclusionary, traditional stories
of history need to be revised to include the experiences and
voices of Aboriginal peoples and people of colour, women,
working peoples, and other diverse groups in our society. 

Inclusive classrooms focused on social
justice are
• multicultural, equity-focused, anti-biased

in nature
• grounded in the lives of students
• culturally sensitive
• critical
• participatory and experimental
• hopeful, joyful, caring, visionary
• academically rigorous
• supportive of students as social activists

and engaged citizens
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2. Grounded in the lives of students
Good teaching begins with respect and concern for children, their innate curiosity, and
their capacity to learn. Curriculum needs to be rooted in the real lives and contexts of
the students in the classroom. Creating effective learning environments requires that the
lives of the students, as well as the topics they are exploring, provide the content of the
classroom experience. Students need opportunities to consider and inquire how their
lives connect to the broader society.

3. Culturally sensitive
Classrooms that are places for critical teaching and learning are built on the premise that
teachers “don’t know it all.” Each new class presents opportunities for teachers to learn
from students, and requires teachers to be good researchers and listeners. Teachers will
often work with children of diverse cultural origins and ethnicities, and may need to call
upon parents and others in order to understand the needs of their students. Teachers
must also draw on the cultural diversity of their colleagues and community resources for
insights into the communities they seek to serve.

4. Critical
The social studies curriculum should help equip students to engage in dialogue and to
challenge the world. From Early Years onwards, students need to develop skills and
insights that allow them to pose essential questions. Who makes decisions in society?
Who is left out? Who benefits and who suffers? What is fair practice? What is
discriminatory or unfair practice? How is change created? Students should have
opportunities to examine and question social reality through critiques of media, public
policy decisions, foreign policy choices, newspapers, historical accounts, and school life
itself. Wherever possible, student learning should encompass issues and problems in the
world outside the classroom walls.

5. Participatory and experiential
Student involvement and initiative need to be emphasized; students should not be
passive learners. Exploratory and experiential learning approaches, in which students are
involved in planning and decision making, allow students to take responsibility for, and
to manage, their own learning. Projects, role-plays, mock trials, and other learning
activities involve students physically and cognitively. These are all essential to provoke
students to develop democratic capacities: to question, to challenge, to make real
decisions, and to solve problems collectively.

6. Hopeful, joyful, caring, and visionary
Classrooms in which children feel significant and cared for are at the heart of an
inclusive school. Unless students feel safe—emotionally and physically—they will not
reveal their true selves or their real thoughts and feelings, and discussions will be
artificial and dishonest. Teachers need to design learning experiences that help students
learn to trust and care for each other. 
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7. Academically rigorous
An inclusive classroom focused on social justice equips students with the skills they
need to navigate in the world, and to take action to change the world. When students
create products for real audiences about significant issues, and discuss big ideas with
compassion and intensity, academics come to life.

8. Supportive of students as social activists and engaged citizens
If we want students to see themselves as voices for justice and agents of change, it is
important to encourage them to critique the world, and to be willing to act in ways that
are meaningful. Part of the role of the social studies teacher is to reinforce the fact that
ideas have real consequences and need to be acted upon. Students can draw inspiration
from historical and contemporary individuals who struggled for social justice, peace, and
human rights. A critical curriculum and classroom should reflect the diversity of people
from all cultures and both genders who acted to make a difference, many of whom did
so at great sacrifice. Students should feel connected to this legacy of resistance and
social justice.
Creating inclusive and critical classrooms is not easy. It is complex and demanding work
that requires vision, support, and resources. Sharing experiences with other educators,
establishing support networks, and amassing diverse resources are critical components of
inclusive classrooms. 
_______
Adapted from “Rethinking Our Classrooms: Teaching for Equity and Justice” from Rethinking Schools
magazine (Fall 2003) by permission of Rethinking Schools Ltd. <www.rethinkingschools.org>. All rights
reserved.

Towards a Pedagogy for Social Justice
An inclusive social studies curriculum is built upon the integration and exploration of issues
related to diversity and racism. This approach requires a clear and well-developed
understanding of multicultural/anti-racist teaching approaches. It should not be assumed that
simply providing students with learning resources that are “multicultural” or that deal with
issues of inequality or diversity is sufficient to create an inclusive social studies classroom.
To have a positive effect, as well as an anti-racist/anti-bias impact on the classroom,
multicultural materials need to be part of meaningful learning experiences that encourage
students to critically explore and analyze the significance of the issues discussed or
information presented, personally and collectively.
The quotation that follows illustrates the importance of anti-racism pedagogy in the use of
multicultural resources in the classroom, and in the planning and implementation of learning
activities. It is critical that educators be clear how a specific learning resource and related
activities fit into their plan for the year and the anti-racism objectives that have been
established.

“It should be remembered that multicultural curriculum can be taught in a traditional and
racist way. The way out of this dilemma is through the intervention of anti-racist teaching.
Anti-racist teaching would incorporate ‘education’ which is multicultural while the ‘teaching’
would be anti-racist. In this context, anti-racist teaching is seen as coming about through a
teacher with the ‘right’ attitude, the appropriate knowledge, and the necessary skills to bring
about learning that that will challenge racism and change the bias of the traditional
ethnocentric and biased education to which we are accustomed in Canada.” (Black Learners
Advisory Committee [BLAC] Report on Education, December 1994, Nova Scotia)
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The Transformative Curriculum: Education for Social
Justice

An anti-racist pedagogy may be conceptualized as being education for change, social justice,
or action. James Banks provides a conceptual model for analyzing the level of integration of
multicultural content into the curriculum, which highlights the importance of a social action
approach. In his perspective, a Transformation or Social Action Approach is essential if we
wish to meaningfully address issues of diversity and inequality in the social studies
classroom and in our schools. 

Figure 1: From “Approaches to Multicultural Curriculum Reform” by James A. Banks. 
In Multicultural Education: Issues and Perspectives, J. Banks and C. Banks (Eds.).

Diversity and Inequity: The Historical Context

It is important that educators develop an informed understanding of the historical
development of Canadian society and the history of diversity and inequality. Traditional
approaches to Canadian history have often excluded or marginalized the experiences and
perspectives of many diverse groups. Therefore, it is critical that educators broaden their
understanding of history in a Canadian and international context. 

Level 1: The Contributions Approach
Focuses on heroes, holidays, and discrete cultural
elements.

Level 2: The Additive Approach
Content, concepts, themes, and perspectives are
added to the curriculum without changing its 
structure.

Level 3: The Transformation Approach
The structure of the curriculum is changed to enable
students to view concepts, issues, events, and
themes from the perspectives of diverse and cultural
groups.

Level 4: The Social Action Approach
Students make decisions on important social issues 
and take actions to help solve them.

Levels of Integration of Multicultural Content
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The experiences of marginalized groups in Canada share many similarities with marginalized
groups in other places. It is important to explore and critically consider these parallels.
Furthermore, it is important to connect historical experiences to contemporary social
conditions, such as continued inequities in employment, evidence of bias in medical research,
attitudes towards interracial or same-sex marriages, the prevalence of negative stereotypes in
media, and so on.

Identity, Culture, and Race

Educators also need to consider the social dynamics and patterns
of intercultural interaction in the classroom in developing
inclusive, multicultural, and pro-social justice learning
experiences. The ethnocultural identity and self-concept of
students play an important role in determining their response and
willingness to engage in meaningful learning experiences related
to diversity. Social and ethnocultural identity is characterized by a
number of factors, including the following:
• An individual’s identity is complex and composed of various

dimensions. 
• Every individual has multiple identities, with ethnicity, class,

gender, language, religion, racial origins, political beliefs, and
other factors defining who we are.

• Not all factors have the same impact on our identity, and their relevance may change
according to personal and social conditions and social context.

• Race, while it is a socially constructed concept, forms part of our sense of identity.
• Racial identity development is the result of the racialization of society, and is a complex

and dynamic phenomenon.
Theories regarding the process of achieving an anti-racist group identity are a useful tool to
guide exploration of the impact of race and racism in our classrooms. These theories also
serve to guide educators in defining the objectives of anti-racism education. Ideally, schools
should facilitate the movement of students to the highest level of anti-racist group identity.
(see below)

Towards an Inclusive and Anti-Bias Identity 

The process of undoing the profound impact of racism and other forms of discrimination and
marginalization is a complex journey. It is a journey towards an inclusive and anti-bias
identity. Psychologists researching race and identity issues have theorized that this journey
may take different paths or stages of development for different groups, as members of these
groups have been affected in differing ways by racism and discrimination. 
Research suggests that people undergo a series of life transformations or stages of identity
formation in terms of their self-concept and group identity. These stages of social identity
formation are not inevitable, static, nor are they achieved for life. Life circumstances and
experiences precipitate and support change either towards or away from anti-racism
consciousness and behaviour. Alternatively, individuals may remain fixated at a particular
stage of ethnic and group consciousness. (Derman-Sparks et al., 1997)
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Towards an Anti-Bias/Anti-Racist Identity 
William Cross’s (1991) model for the stages of Black identity development reflects the
African American experience, but is relevant in a Canadian context. His model of the
resocialization experience has five distinct stages of identity development: Pre-encounter,
Encounter, Immersion/Emersion, Internalization, and Internalization-Commitment.  
In Cross’s conceptual framework, individuals move from a state of unawareness of racism and
discrimination to one of total awareness and social activism, known as the Internalization-
Commitment stage. This final stage parallels Banks’ idea of the global ethnic identity, and is a
fully developed anti-racist group identity. An individual at this stage is a social activist who
recognizes the need for continuous efforts to challenge inequality in society on several fronts,
and seeks to collaborate with others in meaningful social action.
Helms (1990) has taken a similar and comprehensive examination of the stages of
white/dominant group identity development. Helms identifies the tendency of dominant group
members in society to deny that their racial identity has any significance, preferring to view
themselves as individuals and, consequently, not responsible for the perpetuation of a racist
system.
Helms’ model of identity development is based on six distinct stages: Contact, Disintegration,
Immersion/Emersion, Reintegration, Pseudo-Independent, Immersion/Emersion, and
Autonomy. Individuals in this framework, like Cross’s, move from a stage of total ignorance
to one of total awareness and engagement in social activism. In the final stage of identity,
Autonomy, individuals are self-directed and self-actualized activists who join with exploited
groups to change the racist system.
Both researchers see the highest form of identity formation to be one where individuals are
aware of the realities of inequities in society and the reality of racism, coupled with the desire
to work with others for change and meaningful social action.

Applying Racial Identity Development Concepts in
the Classroom
There is a great deal of significance to identity formation for
educators involved in anti-bias/anti-racism education within the
social studies classroom. First, the two models detailed above
present a framework for conceptualizing learning outcomes or
objectives for anti-bias/anti-racist education in a school setting.
Ideally, school experiences and learning activities will stimulate
sustained exploration and development of students’ sense of
identity, and encourage movement towards an anti-racist racial 
identity for all students. To achieve this, there needs to be a good

understanding of both racism and of anti-racist educational practices.
Secondly, the two models provide tools to assist teachers in planning educational experiences for
students. The stages students are at in their racial identity development affect how they interact
with other students, and how they respond to learning experiences dealing with diversity or
racism. Teachers may wish to reflect on the cultural composition of their classrooms and
individual student sense of identity when planning learning activities. This reflection will provide
insight as to how students may respond to multicultural learning resources, or educational
activities related to diversity issues. It may also identify potential problems that may arise as a
result of students being at different stages of identity development.
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Finally, the models provide a tool for self-reflection and analysis, encouraging teachers to
reflect on issues of race and power. For example, teachers may ask themselves:
• What stage am I at in my personal identity formation? 
• How will my stage of identity formation affect my teaching of anti-bias/anti-racist content

and issues?
• What is my pattern of interaction and relationships with people of diverse origins and

disadvantaged groups, and how does this relate to my current stage of identity
development?

Isolation and Identity
The exploration of Canadian and world history, and issues related
to discrimination may be particularly challenging for students of
marginalized or minority groups. A student may find herself or
himself as the only one, or one of a small group, in an otherwise
relatively homogeneous classroom setting. Such students may be
at different stages of social or ethnic identity, and the overall
classroom attitude and awareness of racism will greatly affect the
dynamics in the classroom. It is important for teachers to
recognize that 

• racism and other forms of discrimination adversely affect student involvement in the
classroom.

• experiences with racism and other forms of discrimination affect students’ lives and the
lives of their family members.

• dealing with issues of race and racism and other issues of bias and discrimination is a
deeply personal and emotional experience that may stimulate recall of repressed memories
or emotions.

• for many students of visible minority origins, and other students of diverse origins, a sense
of isolation or alienation is not uncommon.

• in such situations, even if the intent is anti-bias in nature, raising issues of racism and
inequality in a classroom presents a challenge for most students. Very often students will
feel as if “all eyes” are on them when racial incidents occur, racist language is expressed,
or other issues related to prejudice and discrimination are discussed.

• being of visible minority origins may be an experience in diversity itself. Students are
often of interracial and intercultural backgrounds. Teachers need to be sensitive to
students’ personal definitions of their “identity” and group membership. 

• students may not be comfortable with the role of representing or “speaking for” their
particular cultural group. Depending on personal circumstances and social conditions,
students may just be beginning, or have yet to begin, to explore their cultural origins.

This discussion of issues related to identity illustrates the complexity of intercultural and
interracial dynamics in the classroom and society. It points to the need to carefully consider
these dynamics when introducing challenging learning experiences. Most importantly, it
highlights the need to have a clear and well-defined anti-bias/anti-racist teaching approach. It
is about education for empowerment; it is about turning dreams into reality.
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Strategies to Develop Positive Attitudes towards
Diversity
• Initiate educational activities and discussions to build a positive

racial and/or cultural self-identity.
• Initiate activities and discussions to develop positive attitudes

toward diverse racial/cultural groups—encourage the
exploration of groups different from students’ own reference
groups.

• Always answer student questions about race, ethnicity, and
cultures when questions are asked.

• Listen carefully and in a relaxed manner to student questions and comments. Be sure to
understand what a student means and wants to know.

• Pay attention to feelings.
• Provide truthful information appropriate to students’ level of understanding.
• Help students recognize racial, cultural, social, and other stereotypes.
• Encourage students to challenge racism and other forms of discrimination by being a

positive role model and displaying inclusive attitudes and behaviours.
• Cultivate understanding that racism and other forms of discrimination do not have to be a

permanent condition—that people are working together for positive change.
• Remember that learning about racial and cultural identities is a lifelong process.
(Council for Interracial Books for Children, 1980)

Points to Consider When Using Multicultural Resources
in the Classroom

1. Remember that context is important when using literature or media that deal with
issues of diversity and of inequality. 
• How does the resource fit into the yearly plan or the curriculum?
• Is the school environment positive and open to diversity? 
• What is the classroom composition in terms of diversity? How

may this affect classroom dynamics?
• Are students from the cultural backgrounds that are featured in 

the resource represented in the classroom? Is there a history of 
positive interaction between students of diverse cultural and 
racial origins?

• What is the relationship and pattern of interaction between the
teacher and minority students in the classroom? How may this
affect the use of the resource in a classroom setting?

• Is multicultural literature frequently used in the school and
throughout various subject areas?

24



2. What was the rationale for choosing the resources to be used?
• Were parents or community group members involved in the selection of the

resources? 
• Has the impact of the resource on readers of different experiences and perspectives

been considered?
• Have questions of voice and authenticity been considered?
• Have supplementary or complementary materials been considered?

3. Has the stage been set for the introduction of the resource, 
including its content and major themes?
• Is the teacher sufficiently knowledgeable about the content

and the historical context of the resource?
• Are students sufficiently knowledgeable of the historical

and social context addressed in the resource?
• Have students explored issues related to the use of

problematic terms and references made in the resource?
• Have minority students and parents been consulted with

respect to planned learning activities? Have they been
given an opportunity to participate or to suggest strategies
for the effective use of the resource?

4. Does the classroom experience lend itself to anti-bias/
anti-racist learning?
• Are students encouraged to critically analyze the resource

and its significance in a contemporary setting?
• Have arrangements been made to monitor the impact of the

resource on students in the classroom, and to deal with
issues as they arise?

• Do the classroom activities allow students to voice their 
experiences, feelings, and ideas? Are minority students’
experiences, feelings, and ideas validated, or are they 
ignored and silenced?

• Are students encouraged to explore the significance of the
resource in terms of their own lives and social action?

• Do classroom experiences provide an opportunity for
students to interact and connect with the people or groups
featured in the resource? Do students have a voice in the
classroom?

• Are connections made to other groups and their experiences
in a way that encourages students to understand similarities
and differences?

• Has the use of additional resources that give a more
complete picture been considered?
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5. How does the resource or issue studied relate to other aspects of the curriculum
and school experience?
• Have provisions been made to connect the issues and experiences explored to

curricular learning outcomes?
• Is the impact of the resource on students, and on their interactions in the classroom,

being monitored?
• Have students been given opportunities to reflect on learning experiences, and to

share their thoughts and feelings?
• Have plans been made to provide students with opportunities to

celebrate their diversity and unity with each other, their parents,
and their community?

SOCIAL STUDIES ASSESSMENT 

Purpose of Assessment 

Classroom-based assessment is integral to instruction and
contributes significantly to student learning. What
constitutes effective assessment? 

Research continues to demonstrate that ongoing formative
assessment contributes more significantly to learning than the
more traditional focus on summative assessment, which is often
referred to as assessment of learning. Formative assessment, also
described as assessment for learning and/or assessment as
learning, is most effective when it involves both the student and
the teacher, and takes place throughout the learning process.
Each type of assessment serves a purpose and contributes to
student success in social studies. Classroom-based assessment for
learning allows students and teachers to determine what students
have learned, and what they need to learn next. Assessment of

learning that takes place at the end of a cluster, or at the end of a year, provides important
information about student progress and achievement, as well as instructional effectiveness.
The principal purpose of classroom-based assessment is not to evaluate or compare student
performance, but to guide students in making their best learning choices, and to inform
teachers in order to guide instruction. It is important that the purpose of assessment (of or
for), as well as how assessment information will be used, is clear to both teachers and
students. With a clearly understood purpose, students are encouraged to take more
responsibility for their learning, and are better able to focus their efforts, while teachers can
better select the instruction and assessment strategies and student learning resources that will
improve student achievement.
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Clearly identifying the purpose of assessment is particularly critical in social studies for two
reasons: 
• Social studies has three distinct types of learning outcomes—knowledge, values, and 

skills—and each type requires distinctive methods of assessment.
• The purpose of assessment in social studies learning is dependent on the stage of

instruction: activating, acquiring, or applying. Assessment at each stage is equally
important, but for different reasons. (See Figure 2: Assessment at Different Stages of
Learning for examples.)

Since the purpose of ongoing assessment is to enhance student learning, students need
frequent opportunities for meaningful and relevant feedback.  Descriptive or narrative
feedback—that which includes analytical questions and constructive comments—provides
information to students that they may use to adjust their learning processes, and is more
helpful to them than a numerical or alphabetical grade. Assessment that is ongoing and
meaningful provides opportunities for students to become reflective learners—to synthesize
their learning, to solve problems, to apply their learning in authentic situations, and to better
understand their learning processes—as well as opportunities for teachers to become
reflective practitioners.

Assessment and the Stages of Learning
Much of what goes on in classrooms can be described as
assessment, and assessment takes place in each stage of learning:
activating, acquiring, and applying. Assessment at each stage
benefits both students and teachers. 
Assessment during the activating stage prepares both teachers and
students for the learning process, identifying gaps and strengths in
student prior knowledge, and stimulating student interest in new
topics. 

Assessment during the acquiring stage provides feedback as learning takes place, and allows
teachers and students to make adjustments to strategies and activities. Well-timed, meaningful
feedback as they are learning helps students improve their practice and reach their learning
goals.
Assessment during the applying stage focuses on growth and achievement, and provides
opportunities for students to apply new understandings in meaningful and authentic ways.
Authentic tasks are those that have worthwhile purposes and replicate as closely as possible
the context in which knowledge, values, or skills will be applied beyond the classroom.
Ideally, students should demonstrate their learning, and the relevance and importance of their
learning, for real audiences and real purposes.
Information gathered at each of the three stages of learning may be used for reporting to
parents and administrators, and is useful for teacher reflection regarding changes and
adaptations to learning strategies, and in the selection of student learning resources.

Activating: How will students be prepared
for learning?
Acquiring: What strategies facilitate
learning for groups and individuals?
Applying: How will students demonstrate
their understanding? 
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Figure 2: Assessment at Different Stages of Learning

Assessment at Different Stages of Learning
Students Teachers

Activating
Stage

Assessment in the activation stage
helps students
• “set the stage” and to mentally

plan and prepare for new
learning

• identify the focus of new
learning

• identify what they already know
about a topic

• gain interest in a new topic

Assessment in the activation stage helps
teachers
• identify gaps, strengths,

misconceptions, and faulty
information in student prior
knowledge

• identify student interests
• provide a focus for planning

instructional strategies and the
selection of student learning resources

• determine which instructional
approaches or resources need to be
implemented or adapted

Acquiring
Stage

Assessment during the acquiring
stage helps students
• become aware of the progress

and the degree of understanding
they are achieving

• experience and adapt different
approaches and strategies that
facilitate their learning

• identify what further learning
they need to undertake

• improve as they practise

Assessment during the acquiring stage
helps teachers
• revise learning strategies to meet

evolving student needs
• monitor student growth and progress,

and determine whether students are
achieving/have achieved specific
learning outcomes

• determine if individual students need
additional support or further learning
opportunities

• identify which learning outcomes
need to be the focus of subsequent
instruction and assessment

Applying
Stage

Assessment during the applying
stage helps students
• become aware of their growth

and achievement, and celebrate
their successes

• identify their strengths, as well as
areas needing further growth

• deepen their understandings as
they make connections and
reflect on their learning, and
apply new ideas in meaningful
and authentic ways

Assessment during the applying stage
helps teachers
• be fully aware of student

understanding and achievement of
learning outcomes

• identify student strengths and areas
needing further learning

• provide evidence of student growth
and achievement for reporting to
parents and administrators

• reflect on their teaching practices in
order to identify changes and
revisions to learning strategies

28



Collecting Assessment Information
Assessment of student learning is a complex and interactive process. At various times it
involves teacher and/or student decision making, student self- and peer assessment, teacher
observation of students, student-teacher dialogue, student reflection, and teacher reflection.
Each stage of learning and assessment generates information about student needs, growth,
and achievement, as well as information related to teaching and learning strategies and the
appropriateness of student learning resources.  
Collecting information about student learning helps build a positive learning environment and
contributes to positive classroom relationships. Teachers use information they gather about
their students to scaffold instruction, and to make decisions about the strategies and learning
resources that will contribute to successful student learning. When assessment information is
shared with students, they are better able to manage and take responsibility for their own
learning—setting goals and identifying how they will achieve those goals.
Teachers learn about student progress through moment-by-moment observation of students in
action, as well as through more formal activities, including projects, performances, tests, and
examinations. Teachers cannot possibly assess all students, all of the time, and should
consider a number of factors when determining how to focus their assessment observations.
These factors include, among others, the nature of the learning outcomes, the structure of the
learning activity (e.g., individual, small group, whole class), the time of year, and the stage of
student development. Teachers may choose to focus assessment observation on one or two
students or a small group at any one time to monitor their growth and progress at different
stages of their learning.
No matter what the type, every assessment activity should be based on criteria that are shared
with students before they engage in learning. As well, having students participate in
constructing assessment criteria further contributes to their success. When students know in
advance what is to be assessed, and when their performances are compared to pre-determined
criteria (and to their prior performances), students are better able to concentrate their efforts
and focus their learning.
Additionally, students need to be aware of what success looks like. Providing students with
exemplars from previous years provides them with a model to strive toward, and assists them
in reaching their learning goals.

Assessment Tools and Strategies
Just as diverse instructional strategies are important, so too are a variety of assessment tools
and strategies. There are three types of learning outcomes in social studies—knowledge,
values, and skills—and assessment needs to be congruent with each type of learning.
• Assessing Knowledge: Social studies places significant emphasis on the acquisition of

knowledge. True understanding and appreciation of social studies issues does not occur if
students simply memorize and recall information. Rather, students are encouraged to use
the knowledge they acquire to synthesize and apply new understandings, and to
demonstrate evidence of their learning.

• Assessing Skills: The assessment of social studies skills and processes requires different
strategies than the assessment of knowledge. Since skill development is ongoing, students
continue to practise skills from cluster to cluster and throughout the year. Skills are best
assessed by observing students in action, by discussing their learning strategies during
conferences and interviews, and by gathering data from student reflections and self-
assessments.
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• Assessing Values: Values are implicit in what students say and do, and are not always
measurable in the same way that knowledge outcomes are measurable. Similar to skills,
values are best assessed by observing students in action, looking for behavioural
indicators as expressions of student values, and engaging students in critical dialogue. 

A significant aspect of social studies is the development of values related to active
democratic citizenship. The values related to citizenship do not apply solely within the
confines of the classroom; a number of social studies learning outcomes refer to student
attitudes and behaviours in groups and communities beyond the school. In those cases,
assessment will include not only student self-assessment, but self-reporting.
In general, there are three main sources for teachers to gather student assessment evidence:
• observations of student learning (including student’s interactions with peers)
• observation and evaluation of student products and performances
• one-to-one conversations with students about their learning, including information

gathered from self- and peer assessment
A broad range of tools and strategies are available to teachers to
assess social studies learning. These include student portfolios,
interviews, individual and group inquiry and research, journals,
role-play and oral presentations, tests, hands-on projects, teacher
observation checklists, peer assessment, and self-assessment. The
most important aspect of each of these strategies is regular
dialogue with students about their learning: asking them questions
about their observations and conclusions as they learn, and
stimulating and prompting them to higher levels of thinking and
learning.
When teachers use a variety of assessment tools and strategies
over a period of time, student learning patterns begin to emerge.
Observation and knowledge of these patterns is necessary for
planning effective instruction and for successful learning. 

Student portfolios are a particularly useful approach in the assessment of social studies
learning. Portfolios help teachers determine the degree to which students have mastered
learning. The contents of student portfolios represent student growth and progress, and, when
they are accompanied by interviews with students about their learning, provide valuable
assessment information for communication to students, parents, and administrators. 
Assessment of learning is also important. However, it must be noted that assessment
information that is gathered at the end of a cluster will not always be completely summative
in nature. Social studies learning outcomes—particularly skills outcomes that continue to
develop through the year—are often interconnected, practised, and reinforced throughout
every cluster. Therefore, the level of growth that students demonstrate at various times during
the year may not adequately reflect their progress at the end of the year. Student achievement
may need to be reviewed at year’s end, and “summative” assessments that were made earlier
may need to be revised. 

Assessment tools and strategies:
• student portfolios
• interviews
• individual and group inquiry and

research
• journals
• role-play 
• oral presentations
• tests
• hands-on projects
• teacher observation checklists
• peer assessment
• self-assessment
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Teachers may wish to consider end-of-cluster assessments as progress reports rather than
final assessments, and decide to provide students with additional opportunities to demonstrate
their learning. End-of-year assessment, similar to assessment that takes place at the end of
every cluster, should allow students to make connections in their learnings and to reflect on
the applications of this new knowledge and understanding in their lives. 

Self-Assessment and Reflection

Classroom-based assessment provides opportunities for both students and    
teachers to reflect on, and to enhance, the learning process. 
When students are empowered to engage in self-assessment and reflection,
they make better choices and assume more responsibility for their learning.
Self-assessment significantly increases learning by promoting critical
thinking and by allowing students to take ownership of their learning. They
are better able to observe and analyze patterns in their thinking, to appraise
their strengths, and to set realistic goals for themselves. 

As teachers engage in regular conversations with students about
their learning, teachers gain essential information to plan for the
needs of individual learners. 
Assessment, including student self-assessment, is facilitated when
students are made to feel safe, secure, involved, and that their
individual learning needs are being met. When assessment is
equitable (i.e., focused on student growth and progress instead of
student deficits, and not used for discipline or classroom control),
student autonomy, responsibility, and motivation greatly increase.
Students need to be encouraged to do their best as they learn, but
also to take risks, and to not be afraid of making mistakes. 
Self-assessment depends on student empowerment. Empowerment
needs to begin before any actual learning takes place, and continue
through to the summative assessment stage. 
Students who are empowered and autonomous learners are
involved in the initial decision making about learning, expressing
ideas about what and how they will learn. They plan their
personal learning goals, decide how they will demonstrate their
learning, and select products and performances for their portfolios,
all in collaboration with their peers and/or teachers. Throughout
the process, teachers engage students in critical dialogue about
their decisions and their progress. Figure 3: Student Empowerment
in the Learning Process illustrates this critical dialogue.

Language to encourage self-assessment
Students
• I think I need to…
• I also want to…
• I was thinking that…
• I wonder…
• Next time I would…
Teachers
• Why did you choose to…?
• What options did you consider…? 
• What changed in your thinking?

Student autonomy and responsibility is
enhanced when students
• identify their learning goals  
• help create assessment criteria 
• select products and performances for

their portfolios to demonstrate their
learning

• engage in peer assessment
• are provided with self-assessment tools

(e.g., checklists, learning logs, reflection
journals, portfolios) 
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Figure 3: Student Empowerment in the Learning Process

Teacher Reflection

Teacher reflection is also essential to effective pedagogy, and there is no teaching tool or
strategy more important than critical consciousness. As teachers assess and reflect on their
instructional practices, and as they engage students in dialogue about learning, they become
aware of student needs and are better able to adjust planning and teaching—before, during,
and after learning.  
Before learning begins, teachers engage students in strategies to activate learning. This
provides opportunities for teachers to observe students, to assess their prior knowledge, and
to make initial adjustments to the learning process that is about to begin. 
Once learning is underway, teachers continuously observe students and engage them in
dialogue about their learning. They are aware of changing student needs, and adapt and
adjust learning strategies as needed. 

Finally, when all of the learning and assessing activities have
been completed, teachers critically reflect on the whole learning
process, evaluating their strategies and approaches, and deciding
what changes need to be made for next time.

Teacher as reflective practitioner
• Which strategies best met the needs of

the group? Of individuals?
• How did the students respond?
• What will I change? add? delete?

Student
Empowerment

in the
Learning
Process

Goal-Setting
What are my strengths?

How will I use these in my planning/learning?
What do I need to improve?

What do I want to accomplish?
How will I know I am successful?

Planning to Learn
What do I know about…?

What do I need/want to know about…?
What strategies and resources will I use?

What can I do myself?
What do I need help with?

Who can help me?

Reflection, Self-Assessment, and
Metacognition

What worked well? Why?
What will I change? Why?

What did I learn?
How will I act differently as a result?
What do I still need to understand?

Engaging in the Learning Process
Are these resources helpful?

Will these choices contribute to my goals?
What problem-solving strategies can I use?

Who can I talk to about this idea?
Am I contributing to the learning environment?

How will I know that I’m on the right track?
Is there anything else I need to do to reach my goal?
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A Social Studies Model for Classroom-Based Assessment

The assessment model presented in this document provides a series of processes and tools to
facilitate classroom-based assessment. 
In each grade, the knowledge, values, and skills learning outcomes have been organized into
thematic groups referred to as clusters; there are three to five clusters in each grade. Each
cluster is further divided into learning experiences, where a small number of related learning
outcomes are grouped together. Each learning experience provides a series of activating,
acquiring, and applying strategies. 
In this model, assessment tools and strategies have been created for use 
• at the beginning of each cluster
• within each learning experience
• at the end of each cluster
The following assessment strategies and tools are referenced at the beginning of each
cluster. The reproducible charts are found in Appendix C.
• Skills Progress Chart: This teacher tool lists every skills learning outcome for a

particular grade. It is intended to monitor individual student progress related to skills in
each cluster and throughout the grade. (Appendix C)

• Student Portfolio Tracking Chart: This chart is intended for student use, and lists the
titles of each learning experience within a cluster. Students use the chart to track the
portfolio selections from each learning experience they will use to demonstrate their
learning at the end of the cluster. (Appendix C)

• Engaging Students in the Cluster: This section provides suggestions to teachers to
activate a cluster, prior to engaging students in learning experiences. These activities are
intended to stimulate student interest, and to provide opportunities for teachers to assess
student prior knowledge.

The following assessment tools are included within every learning experience:
• Skills Set: This icon is attached to every strategy in a learning experience,

and includes an appendix reference. Appendix A lists the skills learning
outcomes that may be targeted for assessment, and provides assessment
suggestions.

• Suggested Portfolio Selections: Selected strategies in each learning
experience are identified with this icon, indicating that the strategy may
result in the creation of products, processes, or performances for inclusion
in student portfolios. (See the description of Student Portfolio Tracking

Chart above.)
The following assessment tool appears at the end of every cluster:
• Connecting and Reflecting: Every cluster ends with an assessment activity entitled

Connecting and Reflecting. During this activity, students review their cluster portfolio
selections to synthesize their learnings throughout the cluster, and reflect on the
implications of those learnings in their daily lives as citizens of their school, their local
community, of Canada, or the world. This end-of-cluster activity is an important
culminating step. It provides information to both teachers and students about student
achievement regarding the essential ideas and understandings of the cluster.
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