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Abstract
The purpose of this Action Research Project is to examine how I can effectively teach critical
thinking and life skills through the lens of the high school social studies classroom. I designed
my research questions to evaluate how I was doing with this objective and how I could improve
my teaching practice.
Through gathering data from a variety of sources, I examined the following research questions:
1. How can I use my lesson plans to successfully support the development of
critical thinking skills in my high school social studies classes?
2. What strategies can I use to implement Evidence-Based and High-Leverage
practices to teach critical thinking skills?
3. How can I construct my lesson plans and implement strategies to correlate social
studies with learning skills important for success in life: critical thinking, grammar
and spelling.
My data sources included my personal teacher journal, my lesson plans, and commentaries
from my Cooperating Teacher and my Field Supervisor. I categorized my data according to
several themes, which helped reveal areas of strength and success, and areas that need
improvement. I believe that through continuing examination of these ideas I will become a better
teacher and will help my students grow in the vital area of critical thinking.
My literature review (chapter 2) and my data (chapter 4) did not reveal as much information as I
had hoped relative to my research questions, but they did show where gaps in the research
exist and suggested to me the value of continuing work on my research. To me, they represent
a career-long inquiry that will result in better teaching and better student performance.
Keywords: teaching, critical thinking, life skills, spelling
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Chapter I
Background
This first chapter introduces my Action Research Project and defines my views on
effective teaching.
What is Effective Teaching?
I believe effective teaching is about providing the skills to students to become effective
practitioners of the knowledge they gain in school. In social studies, these skills include:
●

Critical thinking

●

Geographical awareness

●

Historical awareness

●

Effective written and oral communication

●

Basic understanding of how their government works

●

Learning how to engage with their government as a citizen

Effective teaching is not just dispensing information, testing students on it, and then
passing them on up the chain to the next teacher if they score above 70 percent (or whatever) in
a given class. Instead, it is about teaching students how to really use the information they have
learned. For example, do students have sufficient working knowledge of geography to be able to
know the relative locations of countries in the Middle East when they are discussed in a news
report? Do students have a clear enough understanding of US race relations to know when a
politician is rewriting race history or describing it fairly accurately?
More specifically directed to future life skills, can students write a cover letter for a job
application that is free of spelling and grammatical errors, thus preserving their credibility? Can
students read a petition for a ballot measure and have a basic idea of what it says, and be able
to decide for themselves if they agree with it or not?
These are practical, everyday tools that are learned only from exposure and practice in
the classroom, with the best foundation ideally laid at middle school (but often not,
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unfortunately). What I mean by this is that middle school students are more typically engaged in
language arts classes where it is intended that they learn the basics of sentence structure,
grammar, topic sentences, main and supporting points, story climax, conclusions, etc. They also
learn basics of physical and human geography and other foundational social studies/language
arts skills upon which high school classes build. However, whether due to overcrowded
classrooms, too many high-needs students, or other factors, many students move on to high
school with an insufficient grounding in those subjects. This leaves high school social studies
and language arts teachers to fill in the gaps if kids are to graduate prepared for college or to
move on in life as independent, capable members of society.
My Action Research Project (ARP) is intended to provide a context and roadmap for my
future classroom instruction. My intention has been to find literature that looks at Evidence-Based
Practices, high-leverage practices, and scaffolded instruction. The current thinking about effective
instruction identifies a few important ideas:
1. High-leverage practices are core practices that are the building blocks of effective
instruction.
2. Evidence-Based Practices are those that have been proven to significantly benefit students
through multiple demonstrations of effectiveness.
3. Scaffolded instruction provides the necessary supports for students who need a leg-up or for
whom a lesson subject is too elevated within their zone of proximal development. This is
also applicable for English Language Learners (ELLs) or special education students.
When taken together, these three themes fit together like puzzle pieces that lead to a
complete picture of instructional support for successful students and their teachers. My research
questions focus on helping improve my teaching of critical thinking and spelling/grammar skills to
students within the context of social studies, and this ARP should uncover sound strategies for
differentiated and culturally responsive instruction within that disciplinary context.

8
Gonser (2019) explains the problem posed by my ARP in this way: social studies must
be meaningful and engaging if it is to play its proper role in preparing students for adulthood in
the modern world. However, current social studies curricula instead emphasizes content
knowledge over critical thinking skills. Such skills, she says, include understanding context for
primary sources and evaluating source credibility. This is important because, “...the ability to ask
questions about sources, bias, and context are at the heart of social studies education and are
essential skills for thriving in the modern world.” (Gonser, 2019, para. 7)
One partial solution to this may be for high school social studies and language arts
teachers to conspire to more effectively build the skills and academic language that supports
both subjects. One way to achieve this is through student journaling. I’m a big believer in writing,
regardless of the subject. Therefore, I intend to have my students journal in order to practice
writing, spelling and grammar every day. This idea was explored in more detail by Craft (2019),
which I discovered through my literature review.
Another important component to all of this is another mark of an effective teacher. Such
teachers are invested in their students and care about their success or failure. It doesn’t mean
that they will like all of them, but they will care about whether or not they move on with improved
skills and knowledge; they will care if their students succeed. The relevance of this, I think, is
that sometimes teachers feel it’s ok to not care as much because they have a personal problem
with a given student, as if that gives them an excuse to disregard that student. Effective
teachers believe in giving voice to all their students, seeing them all as unique human beings
who will become adults who are expected to raise their own children, run for office, hold down a
job, vote, be a critical consumer of news, etc. This is a very heavy responsibility, and effective
teachers understand and embrace that responsibility.
Effective teachers also have a tendency to help foster a supportive, respectful classroom
environment. They correct inappropriate language and behaviors and stand up for students who
are belittled, bullied or ostracized. Effective teachers are advocates for kids. They are also
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intermediaries between the educational system and families. They help parents know when their
kids are struggling and where they excel. To the maximum extent possible, effective teachers try
to see value in each and every student. They see each kid as completely unique, each of whom
carries completely unique gifts and challenges. Hopefully, we will help our students feel heard,
seen, and maybe appreciated for who they are as individuals.
My Experience as a Student
I don’t have many distinct memories from my own K-12 experience. I wasn’t terribly
needy nor really a discipline problem (ok, well, sometimes I was a problem…), so I don’t really
recall many major positive OR negative experiences with teachers. I definitely have positive
recollections about my elementary teachers, and about 2-3 teachers combined from junior high
and high school years.
I suppose that on more careful reflection, I have more recollections of indifferent or
negative experiences with teachers than the few really good recollections. I was a challenging
student who was never quite certain where I fit in. In middle school I was active in sports, but in
high school I found my place in the band, serving as band president my senior year. Despite
that, I remember run-ins with band teachers, math teachers, Spanish teachers and others who
did not “appreciate” whatever it was that I brought to the classroom. I can’t say that I specifically
recall more than a couple instances, but I do recall a number of teachers who, for one reason or
another, didn’t seem to like me much. However, I also remember a number of teachers who I
liked very much.
Similarly, my own daughters were somewhat on the fringes of school, disenfranchised
and seeking to make their way. As a result of these experiences I feel I am keenly aware of kids
who are on the fringes or who may not have “connected” with a teacher. My hope is that I can
be attuned to such kids and can help draw them into a positive experience in public education.
Early in the Western Oregon University Master of Arts in Teaching program, we were
tasked with writing a Philosophy of Education paper, in which we were asked to consider
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several questions about our views on teaching and our own educational experience. One of the
questions asked us to consider if we had ever felt “unseen” as a student. I’m not sure if I can
think of a time when I felt unseen as a student, but I definitely had some teachers who either
didn’t seem to like me or who misunderstood me. In particular, I can think of two math teachers
– one in junior high and one in high school – who definitely did not seem to “appreciate” me in
their classes. I was not good at math, so it’s possible (I don’t remember for sure) that I didn’t pay
attention or otherwise failed to perform well because I was frustrated, didn’t understand things
or was covering for being a poor student in their classes. I remember vividly in Jr. High reading
the novel Jaws hidden in my textbook because I felt so lost. I’m not sure of the exact details of
the situation, but I distinctly recall just sort of giving up and turning to my book. I did not do well
at all in this class. I then remember transferring to a different math teacher and on my first test I
got an A – the highest grade in the class. I still struggled with math and would not consider
myself good at the subject, but the experience does resonate with how it made me feel. The
new teacher celebrated my success and I seem to have enjoyed her class.
This taught me a valuable lesson that has stuck with me over the years: an engaged
teacher who supports his or her students will often see those students surpassing the results
they achieved in a class with a disengaged, uncaring teacher. I have such distinct memories
about how they each made me feel that I will be able to draw on that experience with my own
students.
Not only should a teacher be engaged, but he or she must also create the type of
environment where learning occurs and is celebrated as an exercise in creativity and discovery.
In my opinion, learning should be a joyful activity. I think we see kids fail to experience that joy
when teachers, peers, or others who are part of the system “steal” that joy from them. We see
little children experiencing that joy of learning, and then – little by little – see it decrease as
demands increase and support from adults decreases. My intention is to do what I can to try to
bring joy back to the classroom. For those students who have lost interest in school entirely, I
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want to see if we can rekindle an interest in learning – or at least capture a vision for how school
might support their life goals in some way.
Who Am I Becoming as a Teacher?
A primary focus for me as a teacher is inclusivity. I believe strongly that all students must
be seen and heard. This has not always been the case, especially for communities of color. As
a result of my education and life experience, I think that I am more aware of people of color in
our community at large and how the education system can help or hurt them. It is so unfortunate
the way the system has been structured to stereotype and minimize people of color. They then
have had to advocate for themselves, often failing to get even the most basic respect and
services, to say nothing of an inclusive environment.
I think that the foremost way teachers can fight systemic oppression in schools is simply
being aware of the tendency of the system to be oppressively paternalistic towards students and
to see people of color through a deficit lens. These students are already somewhat (or very)
disenfranchised from a system that is traditionally geared toward Whites and the Western
European view of history. I see my role as a teacher to be actively engaged with the local
community and especially with communities of color. Through engagement with these segments
of society I can learn first-hand their cultures, backgrounds, concerns, challenges and the
opportunities to help their students succeed. As it appears my first teaching job will be in an
extremely rural indigenous community in Alaska of about 800 people, this vision contributes to
my philosophy of teaching that all students are valuable and we must take the time to
understand where they are coming from – even when that is a different culture and the teacher
(me in this case) is the cultural newcomer and the primary village language is not English.
I believe an improvement for the education system I experienced is to help White
students (such as I was and am now) to see broader perspectives and to see the value these
broader perspectives bring to each student’s education experience. The learning environment
can be a far richer, fuller experience when broader perspectives are included in the classroom
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discourse. Far more today than back when I was young, the world economy and world
community demand working experience with these perspectives. When that occurs, everyone
benefits. Preparing them for that world is the challenge we teachers face every day.
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Chapter II
Literature Review
The subject of my Action Research Project is to evaluate how I can improve as an
educator who teaches students to be better able to approach social studies with critical inquiry
skills. I want to teach students to approach subjects like history, current events and government
with a critical mind that does not just accept ideas presented to them by people in authority, no
matter who they are (e.g., teachers, authors or politicians)
My research questions are about teaching critical thinking skills, while at the same time
questioning if it is possible to teach students more advanced grammar/spelling skills while
improving their critical thinking skills. In other words, is there any nexus between these two
challenges that might make one serve as a scaffold to the other, and vice versa.
Ultimately, my research questions center around teaching necessary life skills through
social studies, including critical thinking, grammar and spelling. The reason for this is that my life
experience has taught me that most people – not just middle or high school students – are
deficient in one or more of these areas. Secondary education simply must do a better job in that
regard, and social studies is one of the few disciplines (in addition to language arts) that rely
heavily on these skills. The active skill, here, is reasoning.
As Yell (1999) states, reasoning is the “heart of good teaching, sound learning, and
preparation for college, career, and civic life. Rather than lectures, worksheets, and didactic
instruction, it is through reasoning and thinking their way through the curriculum, that students really
learn” (Yell, 1999, para. 4).
According to Brodsky-Schur (2020), students need practice to create their own
investigative questions. Typically, she says, students focus more on trivial questions of fact and
the exercise of searching a text for a fact answer. We need to help students learn how to
formulate inquiries that lead to textual interrogation. Until they learn to do this, she says,
students remain passive learners. I found this idea to be fascinating. Students, the author

14
states, look for answers rather than probe the text for deeper meaning or ways to interpret that
meaning. This is the whole point of this inquiry: how do we help kids bridge the gap between
simply looking for facts and conducting deeper inquiry.
The remedy, she says in a different article, is to ask “authentic questions – that is,
questions to which the teacher does not already know the answer or to which there are no
predetermined answers— is extremely powerful in creating a classroom culture that feels
intellectually engaging.” (Brodsky Schur, 2021, p. 41)
Tovani (2004) recommends the strategy of providing managed choices for student
reading. This provides them with options based on interest and prior background. I liked the
distinction the author makes between “rigorous” text” (p. 40) and text that is simply too hard. I
think it’s important to pay attention to this distinction in order to properly challenge students, but
not discourage them. The author also states, “Accessible text is the cornerstone of my
instruction. When I use text that is interesting, well-written and appropriately matched to the
level of my students, my life as a teacher gets easier” (Tovani, 2004, p. 39). Yet another take on
critical thinking instruction by a different author follows:
The design and implementation of questioning, specifically in regards towards a
higher level of thinking, is a common practice in many secondary social science
classrooms (Bickmore & Parker, 2012). Questioning can help the teacher
develop critical thinking concepts, scaffold discussions, and prod students
towards an elevated level of cognition (Yang, Newby & Bill, 2005). It can also aid
in guiding group discourse and help students in developing a rational
understanding of a problem or concept (Lennon, 2017, p. 3)
One of the techniques described in the Wilson and Chavez article ( which I loved), was
presenting students with a photograph of an historical event. The article used the example of
Ellis Island and immigrants waiting to be processed. Students were asked to describe what they
saw: to state only the facts, and then – separately – to make inferences based on those facts. It
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was a great exercise in observation, fact vs. inference, and other important aspects of
communication.
In her article, Bromley (2007) states that a key concept from her article is that a student’s
vocabulary is a significant predictor of success in reading comprehension, language fluency and
testing. Therefore, a wide variety of exercises that ask students to review each other’s work, to
look words up, to work with synonyms and antonyms, to build vocabulary charts, etc. are all vital
to fluency in reading and writing.
Overall Context For my Teaching
Teaching in a way that honors and supports diversity, inclusive education and culturally
responsive pedagogy is extremely important to me. I believe strongly in providing a classroom
environment that recognizes the many benefits that come from a diverse student body. This means
supporting all students, regardless of race, orientation, gender or any other identifier that may or
may not be considered “mainstream”. The richness provided by such diversity cannot be measured,
but also cannot be minimized.
My Action Research Project (ARP) begins with this premise, which serves as a foundation
for my associated research questions.
Other aspects of my ARP investigate differentiated teaching techniques for teaching spelling
and grammar skills and the application of critical thinking skills within the context of a social studies
classroom. If we combine foundational writing skills with elevated critical thinking skills, we will see
students who are unstoppable in their lives with unlimited career opportunities.
I think one of the questions educators and researchers need to ask is, do spelling and
grammar accuracy significantly support critical thinking and higher performance within social studies
in secondary education? Does critical thinking support writing skills? How can we support both? As I
discuss below, my experience reveals a serious problem with spelling among secondary students
(and among adults also, for that matter). Grammatical conventions and even basic spelling is a
point of major difficulty for many students. Similarly, critical thinking appears to be a dying art,
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evidenced by the prevalence of the term “fake news”. If people truly were able to think critically,
there would not be as much confusion surrounding what it is or isn’t, and those falsely selling “fake
news” would be called on it immediately, earning lower credibility, confidence, and support as a
result.
As stated by Rivas and Saiz (2008), people today must have critical thinking skills to be
effective participants in society and to make good decisions. This includes the ability to analyze
facts, generate ideas, defend opinions, make comparisons, draw conclusions, and evaluate
arguments. How can we expect students to generate ideas and defend opinions – for example –
when they cannot write a strong sentence? This undermines their credibility as a thinker and tends
to lead the reader of a written piece to discount the work due to errors and sloppy writing. These are
vital life skills that require attention in our secondary schools.
Saiz and Rivas (2008) continue “It would seem reasonable to surmise that citizens who are
going to have responsibilities in society in the future should have adequately developed abilities to
argue matters out or make good decisions….” (p. 3).
My own analysis suggests that one can possibly attribute these problems to several things:
●

laziness with spelling due to an over-reliance on computer spellcheck functions;

●

lack of teacher motivation to challenge or stretch students to think critically in their
assignments. Instead they often accept whatever is submitted by the student on their
first try;

●

applying critical thinking is not a natural inclination for most students, who instead
tend to look for the easiest way to accomplish the assignment;

●

habitual use of spelling shorthand in texting and social media applications leads to
indiscipline relative to the written word;

●

the large number of students who experience dyslexia and other learning disabilities,
and who may not even be evaluated as having these conditions;
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●

secondary school teachers focus more on substantive content rather than spelling
due to time constraints and the expectation that spelling is the job of primary school
teachers. There may be a fundamental lack of rigor with respect to grammar and
spelling within both elementary and secondary schools;

●

an increasingly large population of English Language Learners, for whom English
phonemes (and other elements) are difficult, resulting in problems as they try to
solve spelling challenges;

●

critical thinking requires access to highly specific academic language, which may not
be sufficiently scaffolded and accessible for and to some ELLs.

While none of these reasons can be pointed to as a sole culprit, they can – when taken
together – create something of a perfect storm for critical thinking and spelling/grammar problems in
secondary education; the greater the number of these conditions present in a student, the greater
the likelihood he or she will have challenges with these skills. As stated above, that leads to
problems for the student when trying to pose an argument or analyze an idea.
Unfortunately, the extant research does not appear to specifically address the problem of
spelling in secondary education as a foundational skill for communication within the discipline of
social studies. There is plenty of information out there about how to teach spelling (drills, exercises,
objectives, etc.), but most of the literature focuses on the age group at which spelling is usually
taught – elementary school.
Critical thinking, on the other hand, has a huge amount of research from which to draw. But
research making connections between the two are virtually non-existent.
What Does Critical Thinking Mean?
One dictionary offers this definition: Critical thinking is the objective analysis and
evaluation of an issue in order to form a judgment. I came across a very provocative statement
in my research, that helps define what it is by stating what it is not:

18
“We need to carefully define the concept of ‘critical’ thinking and delineate it from similar
concepts such as ‘creative’ thinking or ‘good’ thinking” (Huitt, 1998, para. 18).
I also found the following from Mayer and Goodchild (1990), who stated that effective critical
thinkers acknowledge there is no single way to correctly evaluate arguments. Not all attempts, they
add, are necessarily successful. This suggests that critical thinking is not easy; it is a rigorous task
requiring considerable effort on the parts of both student and teacher. As the above quotes suggest,
it is vitally important that we understand what we mean by critical thinking, and that we know when it
is achieved.
An interesting conclusion I discovered in one of my readings is that we can’t teach a
"critical thinking course" and expect that it will fully teach the necessary skills. As author Huitt
(1998) states:
Teachers and instructors at all levels must require students to use these skills in
every class and evaluate their skills accordingly. That is, students are not likely to
develop these complex skills without specific, explicit expectations and their
measurement in the form of important assessments (Huitt, 1998, para. 19)
All of this suggests a scaffolding program that is carefully crafted to support actual critical
thinking (and not just creative thinking, as stated above). I have always liked the metaphor of
the “learning pool” suggested by Tomlinson and Moon (2013). Not every student can enter the
pool’s waters in the same place. Without strong pre-assessment, we may put some kids in way
over their heads (causing them to metaphorically drown) and put some kids in a rudimentary
“shallow end” that fails to challenge them.
Theme 2 was the theme I enjoyed researching the most. However, it also was the one that
had the most limited information on my original research questions; there was precious little on how
to scaffold spelling and grammar in social studies. It was this lack of data that led me to decide to
change my questions to the teaching of critical thinking, while maintaining spelling/grammar as an
ancillary life skill. Once I made that change, I found lots of data.
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One basic way we can scaffold critical thinking is simply by encouraging a classroom
atmosphere where differing opinions are not criticized and where debate is open and respectful.
Virtually every article I reviewed concluded that teacher questioning is the most effective scaffolding
technique to support and develop critical thinking.
Delgado and Stefancic (2017) provide an example of such a scaffolding opportunity in
their discussion of Critical Race Theory, which is the academic study of how laws and policies
promote systemic racism in the United States. Their article asks us to examine the underlying
foundations of our society and how racism is – in both large and small ways – promoted and
sustained. While I don’t intend to teach Critical Race Theory, per se, in my classroom, I will ask
my students to look deeply into their study of U.S. history to see where racism may be present,
either by overt actions/policies, or through passive tolerance of racist words and behaviors. This
is an important component of teaching critical thinking to kids.
My disciplinary subject is social studies, with a particular emphasis on history and
geography. However, I also have a passion for teaching literacy, writing skills and critical
thinking within the context of social studies. That is why my research questions have to do
with effectively teaching critical thinking and spelling/grammar skills in secondary school. I
selected these issues as a result of observations that students were often either very poor
spellers or they just didn’t care. These problems extended from basic spelling to more
complex grammar functions, such as proper verb tenses, pronoun accuracy, avoiding run-on
sentences and fragments, etc. I am a big believer in the idea that few skills are as important
for students in later life than knowing how to communicate through the written word. Whether
at college or even just filling out a coherent job application, good writers will always have an
advantage over those who are poor writers. Middle school and high school teachers do their
students a significant disservice by failing to hold them accountable for producing competent
writing. But what does this tell us about critical thinking skills? For certain, a student with even
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the most elevated disciplinary knowledge can have their work totally discounted as a result of
their poor writing skills.
Some of my observations in the classroom served as the seeds of the idea for my first
Action Research Project’s research questions on spelling and grammar. I then reflected on
my previous employment as Public Affairs Director for the Oregon Department of Forestry
(2015-2018). When recruiting for a Public Affairs Specialist position – a position requiring a
college degree and superior writing skills – I had to terminate the recruitment process due to a
lack of qualified candidates. I disqualified most of the candidates because they had multiple
spelling and grammatical errors in their cover letters – a condition that was clearly explained
would disqualify candidates from consideration for the job.
My experience suggests to me that there is a very serious problem in primary and
secondary education that produces high school graduates without the spelling skills necessary
to land a professional job. And what is proofreading but the application of a critical thinking
skill?
A key article from my literature review makes several statements that are absolutely
spot-on relative to my ARP. According to Wilcox and Yagelski (2014), we have a poor
understanding of errors in writing. Further, no consensus has emerged on writing instruction
and whether or not writing errors are even a serious problem. The authors state that there is
no consensus on whether a given error is actually a mistake or a simple deviation from
convention.
And finally, they state:
…we need a more sophisticated understanding of error in student writing so that
we are better able to distinguish the developmental characteristics of error from
factors such as technology use. In this regard, the lack of research about such a
seemingly important aspect of student writing development constitutes a
significant gap in our understanding of the development of writing competency
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among adolescent students and therefore represents an impediment to ongoing
efforts to define effective writing pedagogies at a time of increasing emphasis on
student writing ability (Wilcox & Yagelski, 2014, p. 19)
So, which is it: Is it not really a major problem? Is spelling and grammar a significant
problem area that can impact a student’s future ability to get and keep a job? Or, is it a subject
that requires more study before conclusions can be drawn? I tend to support assertions two
and three. However, I must lean most heavily on number three, as the research I have found
to date simply doesn’t point to concrete conclusions.
Author Shea (2019) makes a marvelously insightful statement in his article, where he
states, “Scribendo disces scribere — you learn to write by writing.” (p. 83) This Latin quote is
huge for me: we improve our writing by writing. I believe in providing differentiated writing
instruction in every phase of ANY lesson I am teaching, especially in social studies, where
writing teaches critical thinking skills. I also believe in the statement that all students can learn,
and that they do so in their own way. Differentiated instruction supports this.
An additional observation by O’Connor and Vadasky (2011) states their
discouragement in observing that instructional methods for reading and writing have changed
little in the past several decades. One reason, they conclude, is that teachers continue to
regard spelling as a relatively minor skill – one that will develop naturally as students learn
more words. This is not true, they state.
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Chapter III
Methodology
What is Action Research?
According to Gould (2021), action research is a teacher-centered professional
development strategy. We can also say, according to Gould, that action research is work based
on the assumption that teachers do their best work when they can identify relevant issues and
can examine their own work and consider ways to work better and more collaboratively.
The Methods of Inquiry for my Action Research Project generally emphasized action
research principles as outlined in our course materials, teacher artifacts (including lesson
plans), self-observation notes and notes from my edTPA commentaries. I kept notes often
throughout my practicum and drew upon them as sources for improvement ideas and for
encouragement when things went well. I also observed how my own teaching differed from that
of my Cooperating Teacher. I continually asked for feedback following a lesson and looked for
opportunities to grow from each teaching experience. While the information gleaned from these
questions was always helpful, it did occasionally provide great insights that I had not
considered.
I will begin with a review of action research principles to establish the foundation for this
study’s method of inquiry. Second, I will review the choices and purposes of data collection that
helped to highlight my instruction and means for searching for improvement. Third, I will detail
my context for the study, methods of data collection protocols, maintaining credibility and
trustworthiness of the data, and acknowledge my limitations as a researcher. Finally, I will
present the procedures used for studying my practice, while providing data and analysis that
speaks to adaptations and adjustments made to my instruction as I implanted this study.
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Research Questions
My focus for this research was to evaluate how to improve my classroom planning and
instruction through stated objectives, evaluating research, and observation through my own
artifacts and outsider feedback. Specifically, I examined ways to improve my teaching of critical
thinking skills within the high school social studies classroom. This focus aligned with the
following InTASC Standards for teacher professional development. Additionally, I considered
how studying my own practice in line with InTASC Standards could improve my own instruction
and therefore, student learning.
My purpose of this study was to examine what the extant research says about teaching
critical thinking skills within the context of high school social studies classrooms. The study was
also to identify – through self-reflection and review of input from my Western Oregon University
Field Supervisor and my Cooperating Teacher – how I have improved in this.
The research questions for this study were:
1. How can I use my lesson plans to successfully support the development of
critical thinking skills in my high school social studies classes?
One of the things I hoped to learn from this question was how to develop lesson plans
that support critical thinking skill development. Students only learn these skills when a teacher is
prepared to dedicate him or herself to such instruction on a daily basis. Critical thinking can be
uniquely applied within a social studies classroom where subjective ideas are discussed, and
conclusions argued and defended. This occurs because there is not always a single right
answer to a question, unlike in a chemistry class. Data gathered from a focus on this question
was used to evaluate and describe my effectiveness as a teacher in developing these skills in
my students, and thereby expanding their understanding of social studies.
2. What strategies can I use to implement Evidence-Based and High-Leverage
practices to teach critical thinking skills?
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I hope to learn ways to use Evidence-Based Practices and High-Leverage Practices to
teach high school social studies to understand and apply critical thinking skills.
3. How can I construct my lesson plans and implement strategies to correlate social
studies with learning skills important for success in life: critical thinking, grammar
and spelling.
I hope to learn from this question how best to correlate social studies and critical thinking
so that both are mutually supportive in my classroom.
My research is mostly qualitative in nature, as it mostly focuses on the “how and why”,
rather than on numbers.
Context of the Study
My practicum assignment is at a high school in Salem, Oregon, within the Salem-Keizer
School District. I began my practicum in early Fall at a middle school, also in Salem. However,
my Cooperating Teacher at that school had too many irons in the fire to effectively manage a
student teacher, so as a consequence, I worked with my field supervisor and the placement
coordinator at the Salem-Keizer School District to relocate. In Fall 2020, I spent a little time
observing a social studies teacher at my assigned high school (prior to beginning my Master of
Arts in Teaching program at Western Oregon University). We approached him as a possible new
Cooperating Teacher. He had managed four student teachers in previous years, and so readily
agreed to take me on. The change was a real blessing and I feel I have thrived at Sprague.
However, the change did put me behind a bit in my edTPA and ARP work and I worked to come
up to speed with my new subject and my new students.
Under my Cooperating Teacher, I am the full-time teacher for two U.S. government
classes, which meet every other day from each other, so I am teaching every day. He also
teaches an AVID class and three Advanced Placement (AP) human geography classes.
We have 34 kids (including two Teacher Assistants) in one of my U.S. government
classes and 16 in the other. My Cooperating Teacher is very informal in his instruction, and the

25
kids seem to like him a lot. He is 32 and also serves as the boys’ varsity basketball coach. He
has a Canvas shell for his class outlines, but he is also flexible with the outlines and lesson
targets since he has taught the class for 10 years. Consequently, I depend upon him to some
degree to keep me apprised of what he wants me to teach on any given day. He has handed
over to me both of his U.S. government classes, so I am unable to observe him teach one class
and then mirror that for my class. Instead, we discuss my upcoming lessons during his prep
period or while students are working on something else. I’ve become fairly adept at taking his
lessons and working on short notice. I have considerable knowledge about civics, so it comes
naturally to me, even when I don’t have a lot of prep time.
Demographics of Salem-Keizer School District and practicum High School
Enrollment:
●

Salem-Keizer total enrollment: 41,770 students

●

High School enrollment: 1,696 students

Graduation rates:
●

State of Oregon on-time graduation rate: 80%

●

Salem-Keizer District on-time graduation rate: 79%

●

High School on-time graduation rate: 93%

Ethnic diversity (district):
●

District White students: 46%

●

District White teachers: 87%

●

District Hispanic students: 42%

●

District Hispanic teachers: 9%

Ethnic diversity (school):
●

High School White students: 68%

●

High School White teachers: 94%

●

High School Hispanic students: 17%
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●

High School Hispanic teachers: 4%

In my two U.S Government classes I have a total of:
●

3rd period:

37 students

●

8th period:

17 students

●

9 ELL students (combined)

●

6 Special Education students (combined)

●

2 TAG students (combined)

Participants
I am the primary participant in this Action Research Project. Other supporting
participants are my Cooperating Teacher and my Western Oregon University Field Supervisor.
They provide excellent feedback in support of my overall teaching and my work on this research
project.
How I Studied My Teaching
My study evolved from a planned two-week analysis of my teaching to a multi-month
examination, going back to my very first lesson plan and continuing almost until these first three
chapters were complete. I discovered that action research is not a quick process in which a
couple of “snapshots” are taken, analyzed, and then submitted for a grade. It seems to me that
real, effective Action Research continues beyond the temporal limitations of a study and
continues through one’s teaching career. Considering my own study, I cannot simply shelve my
work on critical thinking in the social studies classroom at the conclusion of my work at Western
Oregon University. If I really care about my students and the subject I have chosen (which I do),
then I will continue to critically evaluate my own thinking and look for ways to forward these
ideas year after year. I will also continue seeking out academic material that expands upon the
topic and I will experiment with different ways of teaching critical thinking to my students; this is
a career-long endeavor.
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One of the things I will be especially intending to do is identifying activities through which
I can teach critical thinking. Much of this will likely involve utilizing academic verbs such as
research, analyze, evaluate, conclude, describe, explain, and summarize; I will be thinking
through assignments that call upon the practice of their use. A great example is a recent lesson
my Cooperating Teacher had me do for one of his U.S. government units. The unit was about
political parties, issues, and how students identify themselves along the conservative-liberal
continuum. We looked at this continuum through the lens of several specific issues: gun control,
the Mexico border wall, tax policy, climate change, and others. In the case of each issue
students were expected to not only learn what the issue actually is, but also how conservatives
and liberals think about the issue. This lesson forced students to not just be able to define an
issue by writing two sentences explaining it. They also had to learn about different approaches
to the issue from an ideological perspective. What would a Republican think about this issue?
How would a Democrat member of Congress vote on the issue? Do Independents think
differently from both of the other two major parties? And then finally, students were asked to
process these questions and decide what they themselves think about the issue. After three
weeks of this unit, students took an exam that included both multiple choice questions, but also
an essay, in which they had to state which party they most closely identify with and to use three
of the unit issues to explain why they identify that way. This process forces a degree of critical
analysis and self-reflection that – I think – really internalizes the issues and the lesson. In
thinking through their essays, students must analyze issues and the political spectrum. And
ultimately, they must explain and summarize why these issues (or rather, their position on the
issue) represent their political identification.
To evaluate this, I regularly collected the students’ graphic organizers and their other
work products and reviewed them on a regular basis. I also discussed these with my
Cooperating Teacher, who was great at providing feedback to me relative to lesson
effectiveness, student understanding and lesson planning. One of the things I looked for in my
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students’ work was the use of academic language that went beyond just content
knowledge.Things that were really good signs were the use of phrases like:
●

“Upon reflection….”

●

“My analysis suggests….”

●

“My conclusion is….”

●

“The evidence points to….”

Such phrases show me that the student is processing the information and not just stating
fact-related declarations, such as:
●

“The border wall was/is….”

●

“Conservatives believe….”

●

“Democrats typically….”

These things may all be true and certainly contribute to a strong argument. But standing alone
without analytical follow-up statements like the previous bullets, they amount to stating facts and
do not represent critical thinking. This, as we saw in Gonser’s work cited above (2019), reflects
the “content-knowledge” approach to teaching social studies rather than laying lessons on top of
a foundation of critical thinking.
In her excellent podcast, Gonzalez (2015) provides very practical and effective tools for
supporting writing within non-ELA subjects. One of the techniques she describes is having
students read their writing out loud. Providing sentence stems is another good technique she
describes. I implemented her ideas in a couple of my lesson plans.
My Data Collection Plan and Sources
Following are my various data sources that will appear in Chapter IV of my Action
Research Project:
●

Research Journal - This data source includes notes I took while researching
articles that appeared in my Literature Review.
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●

Field Notes - This data source includes the notes I took during my practicum
work. They include reflections on my planning and teaching, as well as
observations of my Cooperating Teacher’s teaching.

●

Field Supervisor meeting notes - This data source includes notes I took during
conversations with my WOU Field Supervisor.

●

Video recordings - This data source is my collection of video recordings of some
of the lessons I taught during my practicum assignment.

●

Commentaries - This data source includes notes from the official commentaries
completed by my Cooperating Teacher and my Field Supervisor.

●

Student work products - This data source is the work produced by students in my
practicum classes.

Methods and Procedures
Because my purpose was to describe my own teaching practice as well as how I use
data to improve my own practice in line with the InTASC professional standards, it was
important to choose a method that could account for both what the standards are for teachers
and how I was paying attention to my own practice through data collection to improve it.
Accordingly, this study was designed as an action research study.
As stated above, action research is a professional development strategy that puts the
teacher at the center of the professional development process (Gould, 2019). Through this
inwardly focused process, teachers identify ways in which they can improve their own practice
by focusing on themselves instead of directly looking at students. I believe this process will help
me by revealing the things I do well that support critical thinking in my students, as well as those
things that need improvement.
InTASC Standards
The InTASC Standards are a guide created by the Council of Chief State School Officers
for supporting teachers in what they should know and be able to do in order to guarantee every
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K-12 student reaches the goal of being ready for success after they leave school. These
standards are important because they are a general framework for teachers to find common
ground on when searching for how to best nurture student success. These standards provide
teachers with a bar to reach in each area, instead of simply listing a minimal benchmark to
reach. The InTASC standards have served to be the bar I set in my goals, my reflections, the
data I seek, and the research I conduct.
The InTASC standards that are most important and applicable to my teaching and to this ARP
are as follows (organized by research question):
1. How can I use my lesson plans to successfully support the development
of critical thinking skills in my high school social studies classes?
2. What strategies can I use to implement Evidence-Based and
High-Leverage practices to teach critical thinking skills?
3. How can I construct my lesson plans and implement strategies to
correlate social studies with learning skills important for success in life:
critical thinking, grammar and spelling.
Standard 1: Learner Development
The teacher understands how learners grow and develop, recognizing that patterns of learning and
development vary individually within and across the cognitive, linguistic, social, emotional, and physical
areas, and designs and implements developmentally appropriate and challenging learning experiences.
Standard 4: Content Knowledge
The teacher understands the central concepts, tools of inquiry, and structures of the discipline(s) he or
she teaches and creates learning experiences that make the discipline accessible and meaningful for
learners to assure mastery of the content.
Standard 5: Application of Content
The teacher understands how to connect concepts and use differing perspectives to engage learners in
critical thinking, creativity, and collaborative problem solving related to authentic local and global issues.
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Standard 7: Planning for Instruction
The teacher plans instruction that supports every student in meeting rigorous learning goals by drawing
upon knowledge of content areas, curriculum, cross-disciplinary skills, and pedagogy, as well as
knowledge of learners and the community context.
Standard 8: Instructional Strategies
The teacher understands and uses a variety of instructional strategies to encourage learners to develop
deep understanding of content areas and their connections, and to build skills to apply knowledge in
meaningful ways.
Data Sources
Lesson Plans
The first and primary data source I will use are my lesson plans written throughout my
practicum assignment. From these I expect to see how I have adapted my lessons to address
my intentions and the needs of my students. I hope they will reveal my progression relative to
culturally responsive and inclusive teaching practices, as well as differentiated and scaffolded
instruction. My lesson plans may also demonstrate whether or not I am adapting to student
needs and providing effective instruction strategies. The lesson plans should also demonstrate
whether or not I am improving at implementing my goals for content improvement and
supporting a student-centered classroom.
Journal Entries
The next source of data are my regular journal entries of both my instruction and my
observations of my Cooperating Teacher’s instruction. I hope to learn whether or not I am
correctly identifying challenges and growth opportunities, as well as identifying ways I can
improve in my instruction and my responsiveness to students. Journal entries can also indicate
if I am aware of how well my strategies are supporting my students, and whether my scaffolds
are appropriate and effective. Journal entries may also shed light on whether I have supported
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my students in the acquisition of social studies content and whether I am supporting a
student-centered environment.
Observation Notes
The last data source is the observation notes from my Cooperating Teacher and my
Field Supervisor. After they submit their observation notes I analyze them for areas of
improvement and for strengths to build upon. I hope to learn from these observations where
there are measurable challenges and growth opportunities. I have found that both my mentor
teacher and field supervisor are paying close attention and have my success as a teacher in
mind as they offer constructive criticism. They are providing specific references to challenges
observed with feedback on potential solutions, as well as detailed observations on how I have
grown in certain aspects of my teaching. They are also looking to see whether my strategies
are appropriate for supporting my students, and whether scaffolds are effective in my
instruction.
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Chapter IV
Overview
I will now turn to the data I collected and the findings associated with that data.
I have organized Chapter IV into three sections, each of which examines one of my three
research questions. Each research question is then examined through the lens of the data sets I
collected. Again, these data sources included: my personal teacher journal, my lesson plans,
and feedback I received from both my Cooperating Teacher and my Field Supervisor.
As stated above, the fundamental purpose of this Action Research Project is to evaluate
how I have (and will continue to) grow as a teacher – improving my effectiveness, skills, and
understanding of the teaching profession. My research questions provide the framework for
looking at how the data either supports or does not support my growth in these areas; each
question helps demonstrate how the data tells the story about my emergence as a teaching
professional.
The framework for my data was set up with the following research questions:
1. How can I use my lesson plans to successfully support the development of
critical thinking skills in my high school social studies classes?
2. What strategies can I use to implement Evidence-Based and High-Leverage
practices to teach critical thinking skills?
3. How can I construct my lesson plans and implement strategies to correlate social
studies with learning skills important for success in life: critical thinking, grammar
and spelling.
I organized my data in two ways: first, I categorized data according to my research
questions. For example, my third research question was about how I can correlate my social
studies lesson plans with the life skills students need to develop. I then assigned individual
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datum that related to life skills to this question category. Second, I coded my data according to
key themes:
●

Observation

●

Critical thinking

●

Scaffolding

●

Life skills

●

Classroom management

●

High-leverage practices

Taken together, these approaches to categorization provided a fairly clear picture of how to
interpret the data. It also revealed where data gaps were present, which prevented
comprehensive answers to the research questions. And to be sure, there were indeed gaps
present.
This section ends with the observation that my research questions and data collection
(and indeed, the entire Action Research Project) align with InTASC Standard 9: Professional
Learning and Ethical Practice – I have engaged in ongoing professional learning and use the
evidence gathered in this ARP to continually evaluate my practice and how I can meet the
needs of each learner in my classroom.
Findings from my Teaching Journal
I found my teaching journal to be an extremely rich data source. Not only did it identify
data associated with each research question, but it also shed light on my growth over the
course of the school year. Note that in the following table, segments in italics are direct quotes
from my teaching journal. Non-italicized segments are summaries or paraphrasing of the
journal.
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Table 1
Table of Teaching Journal Notes
Date

Data Source

Comment/issue

Coding Theme

9/16/21

My journal

I notice that virtually ALL students have
problems with spelling.

Observation

9/20/21

My journal

Noted that a teacher did a series of funny
questions when class was not paying attention.
“Your favorite: this, or that”

Observation

9/30/21

My journal

I noted that students struggle with critical
thinking. They struggle when given several
pieces of information and then are asked to
draw a conclusion. I tested this by asking what
conclusion can be drawn from the following
information:
● Donald Trump is a Republican
● Joe Biden is a Democrat
● Donald Trump beat Hilary Clinton for
President in 2016.
● Joe Biden beat Donald Trump for
President in 2020.
● Donald Trump may run for President
again in 2024.
● Bernie Sanders is an Independent and
once ran for President.
● Joe Biden once served as Vice
President, under Barack Obama.

Critical thinking
Life skills
High-leverage practice

Students were free to make any inferences they
could. They were unable to really make any
sense of the information, including information
that is extraneous.
10/15/21

My journal

Dramatic example of spelling problem (e.g.,
prapre big prntss)

Life skills
Observation

11/25/21

My journal

I asked the question, what could some major
topics be as a framework for critical thinking
curriculum?

Critical thinking
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●
●
●
●
●
●

World Explorers
Colonialism and Imperialism
Genocide
Religion
War
The United States

What are SUBJECTS of historical inquiry or
controversy through which historical, critical
thinking can be taught?
1/30/22

My journal

Need to work on activating prior knowledge

Critical thinking
High-leverage practice

1/27/22

My journal

I noted that the discussion about the Columbian Observation
Exchange was about FOOD, but not about the
slave trade or other negative aspects of the
Exchange. I thought this was strange, since the
movement of people through slavery is a human
geography question.

1/18/22

My journal

I note that critical thinking comes very easy to
Critical thinking
some students, and is extremely difficult for
others. Some students naturally give reasons for
why they state an answer, while others struggle
to do so.

1/18/22

My journal

I note that it is very difficult to scaffold critical
thinking for SPED kids. I need to figure out how
to improve this.

Scaffolding

I need to work on managing student
engagement (Evan)

Critical thinking

2/15/22

My journal

Critical thinking

Observation
Need to manage time so that lesson ends
without too much or too little time at the end.
Need to work on differentiation techniques with
SPED students.

2/17/22

My journal

The tik tok lesson did not go very well, as it
Critical thinking
seemed I just told them how to do it, but they did
not demonstrate any ability to do it themselves

2/23/22

My journal

Reviewed essay responses on Origins of
government for spelling/grammar and made

Life skills
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2/28/22

My journal

margin notes for students

Critical thinking

Ukraine crisis current event discussion. What is
it? Name two sources?

Critical thinking

Impact of social media and instant global
communications on issues like this.
Discuss Article 5 of the NATO constitution.
What is a no-fly zone?
What are economic vs. military sanctions?
3/1/22

My journal

Students assigned political figures for “iMatch”
assignment. Rs and Ds and Is. This activity did
not produce a noted plus or negative.

Observation

3/2/22

My journal

Reviewed essay responses on Political Ideology Life skills
and made margin notes
Critical thinking

3/9/22

My journal

Reviewed essay responses on
Locke/Montesquieu and made margin notes

3/20/22

My journal

Students successfully thought through five
Critical thinking
different amendments to highlight, and identified
what amendment was about, its significance,
and when it happened.

Critical thinking

Note. Table 1 of data from my Teacher Journal showing significant data points.
Findings from my Lesson Plans
Similarly, my lesson plans were a tremendously valuable source of insights. When I
compared my first lesson plans from September 2021 with my May 2022 lessons, I was able to
note definite improvements in my planning ability. This was especially true with respect to my
learning targets. I struggled mightily with really understanding what the learning targets were
supposed to be – their function, their structure and how to measure their application. It was not
until early in Spring term that I think I really “got it”. My Field Supervisor and I went round and
round on my learning targets, with her repeating over and over, “No, that’s not quite what I
mean. You’re not there yet.” But once I successfully built a couple strong learning targets (with
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constant input from her), I was able to internalize what they were supposed to be and how they
are to be constructed.
The following Table 2 presents data from my lesson plans, along with the coding
categories for each item (column 4). As explained above, segments in italics are lifted directly
from my lesson plans.
Table 2
Table of Lesson Plan Notes
9/4/21

Lesson Plan

Learning Target:

Critical thinking

“The primary learning target is to understand
what myths and legends are, and the role they
played in the spiritual lives of Eastern Woodland
First Nation cultures.”
This learning target is poorly designed and does
not encourage critical thinking

1/21/22

Lesson Plan

Used sentence starters for vocabulary list

Scaffolding
High-leverage practice

1/24/22

Lesson Plan

I taught a lesson where class discussed the
Critical thinking
value of critical thinking – what it is, how it is
used, and why it is important. This was the
Life skills
beginning of a unit and was designed to help get
students thinking about critical thinking as a life
skill and something that can be learned.
Things we looked at included:
● Voting
● A career
● Selecting a life partner
● Selecting a place to live
● Buying a home
● Investing money
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2/15/22

Lesson Plan

How we evaluate “fake news”.
●
●
●
●
●

Context
Credibility
Construction
Corroboration
Compare

Critical thinking
Life skills
Classroom
management

Get students to work on higher-level thinking,
like rewriting a paragraph in their own words.
2/17/22

Lesson Plan

Lesson activity: Tik Tok videos for identifying
supporting arguments

Critical thinking

3/5/22

Lesson Plan

Lesson activity: Supreme Court arguments and
mock Supreme Court cases

Critical thinking

3/8/22

Lesson Plan

Lesson activity: Little Red Riding Hood for
instruction on how to identify main ideas and
supporting arguments

Critical thinking

3/10/22

Lesson Plan

Lesson activity: Used table groups for origins of
government

Scaffolding
High-leverage practice

3/12/22

Lesson Plan

Lesson activity: Founding Fathers gallery walk

Critical thinking

3/12/22

Lesson Plan

Lesson activity: Used pair-share for Founding
Fathers

Scaffolding
High-leverage practice

3/17/22

Lesson Plan

Lesson activity: How to analyze “fake news”
through evaluation of sources, corroboration,
etc.

Critical thinking
Life skills

This was a really good lesson. I showed
students how to do it and they demonstrated an
ability to replicate the approach with sample
articles.
3/19/22

Lesson Plan

Lesson activity: Worked class through activity:
“My Amendments Brochure”

Critical thinking

4/10/22

Lesson Plan

Lesson activity: How to write an essay
response:
● Thesis
● Evidence
● Conclusion

Critical thinking
Life skills
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5/1/22

Lesson plan

Lesson activity: I will instruct students to work in Critical thinking
groups to come up with a proposed “law” for
Sprague High School. Options include:
High-leverage practice
●
●
●

School cell phone policy
Lunch/class schedules
Ideas for increasing graduation rates

Students will work in their pairs to pick one of
these and develop a proposed “law”.
Class will discuss how ideas for legislation can
impact their daily lives.
Note. Table 2 of data from my Lesson Plans.
The lesson plan in Figure 1 represents one of my earliest lesson plans. It was designed
for a 6th-grade social studies class, with the lesson focus of First Nations - Indigenous People.
At this stage, I clearly did not understand how or why to include measurable specifics in my
learning target. It took me months of working on the idea of learning targets before I understood
what it actually meant to be specific and measurable. As a result, in this early lesson plan my
lesson activities were rather haphazard and unfocused. They definitely were solidly related to
the learning target (such as it was), but they did not build upon each other to support getting to a
definable place at the end. The upshot for this portion of my ARP is this: unless the teacher is
disciplined in his or her thinking in constructing the lesson, the teacher cannot expect to see
critical thinking come out of the students.
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Figure 1
Lesson Plan Excerpt

Standards:

Central Focus:

Learning Targets:

6.1 Compare and contrast
early forms of governance
including the treatment of
historically marginalized
groups and individuals via
the study of early major
western and non-western
civilizations.

The central focus of these three
lessons is to teach students
about the religious and political
characteristics of the Eastern
Woodlands indigenous peoples.

The primary learning
target is to understand
what myths and legends
are, and the role they
played in the spiritual
lives of Eastern
Woodland First Nation
cultures.

6.14 Identify and describe
how the physical and
human characteristics of
places and regions connect
to
human identities and
cultures in the Western
Hemisphere.

At the end of these lessons,
students will be able to:
1.
Identify the role of myths
and legends within Eastern
Woodlands spiritual traditions.
2.
Describe some of the
religious characteristics of these
cultures.
3.
Identify major
characteristics of the Iroquois
Confederacy and why it was
important.

Note. Data example – Lesson Plan excerpt.
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The following Figure 2 presents a segment from a May 10 lesson plan, and is significantly
improved relative to learning targets. It is included here to demonstrate how I approached the
lesson’s learning target, which directly supports critical thinking.
Figure 2
Lesson Plan Excerpt
Lesson Title/Description:
Lesson # 1 & 2 of 13

Origins of U.S. Constitution and Government

Time Allotted for this Lesson: 90 mins

Standards:

Learning Targets:

HS.2 Describe core elements of early
governments that are evident in United
States government structure.

Students can communicate why at least ONE of the
concepts from the lesson are important to their lives today.

HS.9 Examine and evaluate documents
related to the Constitution and Supreme
Court decisions (such as Declaration of
Independence, Federalist Papers,
Anti-Federalist Papers, the Constitution,
the Bill of Rights, and Constitutional
amendments).

Students can also construct a poster that demonstrates an
understanding of their assigned person/concept and why
he/it was important to the Founding Fathers.

Note. Data example – Lesson Plan excerpt.
As with Figure 2 above, Figure 3 demonstrates a set of improved learning targets that
support critical thinking skills in students.
Figure 3
Lesson Plan Excerpt
Lesson Title/Description:
Lesson # 9 & 10 of
13

The U.S. Constitution and its Amendments

Time Allotted for this Lesson: 90 mins
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Standards:

Learning Targets:

HS.1 Analyze the impact of constitutional
amendments on groups, individuals,
institutions, national order.
HS.11 Examine the pluralistic realities of
society recognizing issues of equity and
evaluating the need for change.

Students will understand the basics surrounding the U.S.
Constitution, the Articles of Confederation, the
Constitutional Congress, and Constitutional Amendments.
Students will also select five amendments to the
Constitution and will describe them in a brochure titled “My
Favorite Amendments”. They will be able to describe the
significance of these five amendments and why they
selected them.

Note. Data example – Lesson Plan excerpt.
The following Figure 4 presents a lesson activity, in which I demonstrated how to build
an effective argument. This was an extremely important activity and we drew upon it many times
over the course of the unit. By definition, the activity supported and developed critical thinking
skills.
Figure 4
Lesson Plan Excerpt
How to Build an Argument – The Seven C’s
An example….
1.

Consider the situation. Think of all aspects of the situation. What is the subject and purpose
of your message? What is the context?
➔ Subject: State your opinion on why your favorite pizza is the BEST pizza.
➔ Context/purpose: Class assignment

2. Clarify your thinking. Think about the pros and cons of each side of the issue, and do some
preliminary research so that you understand the subject well.
➔ What kinds of pizza do I like?
◆ Pepperoni and sausage
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◆ Hawaiian
◆ Canadian bacon and mushroom
3. Construct a claim. Write a single statement that gives your position and the main reason that
you hold that position.
➔ Claim: Hawaiian is the best kind of pizza.
➔ Main reasons:
◆ Sweet and salty flavors
◆ Healthy
◆ A cheaper alternative
4. Collect evidence. Research the issue in depth, using primary, secondary, and tertiary sources.
Investigate to make sure your claim holds up, and change it if it doesn’t. Gather a variety of key
evidence to support your claim.
➔ Primary sources: Interviews with other pizza lovers
➔ Secondary sources: (you won’t always have these)
➔ Key evidence:
◆ Six out of 10 pizza eaters prefer Hawaiian.
◆ Hawaiian is universally delicious, regardless of where you get it.
◆ You get a fruit/vegetable along with carbs and a protein.
◆ Hawaiian is empirically cheaper than combination or taco pizzas.
5.

Consider key objections. Think about other viewpoints related to the argument. What
reasons could people cite to support opposing positions? What major problems could they see
with your argument? Decide how you will answer those objections—by countering them (saying
why they are unimportant) or by conceding them (saying they are important but can be
overcome).
➔ Opposing positions
◆ Hawaiian is weird
●

Refutation: This is not an argument.

◆ Combination is best
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●

Refutation: It’s a jumble of flavors with no distinct
personality. It tastes like a mess.

●

Refutation: It’s expensive.

◆ Taco is best
●

Refutation: Taco pizza is better categorized as Mexican
food than as Italian food.

●

Refutation: It’s expensive.

6. Craft your argument. Use your claim statement and the evidence you have gathered to argue
persuasively for your position. Appeal to the needs of your reader, and answer any key
objections.
➔ What are my arguments?
◆ Hawaiian is a healthy alternative, with fruit and protein.
◆ As a two-topping pizza, Hawaiian is a low-cost choice
◆ It makes everyone at the table happy, given its popularity.
7.

Confirm your main point. Wrap up your argument by stating your claim in a new way,
connecting it to real life and to the future.
➔ Restate my main point: Hawaiian is the best flavor of pizza for several
reasons.
◆ It’s cheaper
◆ It’s healthier
◆ More people like it
◆ The quality is high regardless of location
◆ It tastes great cold

Note. Data example – Lesson Plan excerpt.
The materials in Figures 5 and 6 represent a summative assessment given to students at
the end of Unit 2.
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Figure 5
Lesson Plan Excerpt

Note. Data example – Lesson Plan excerpt.
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Figure 6
Lesson Plan Excerpt

Note. Data example – Lesson Plan excerpt.
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The following two figures are political cartoons I used to communicate the current event
of Russia’s invasion of Ukraine. The purpose of the discussion was two-fold: First, I wanted to
encourage students to be aware of what is going on around them in the world – to pay attention
to the news. Second, I wanted to encourage critical thinking about world events. Interpretation
includes things like:
●

What is the artist intending to communicate?

●

What do the different parts of the cartoon represent?

●

What inferences can we draw from the cartoon?

Figure 7
Political Cartoon

Note. Data example – Lesson Plan excerpt.
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Figure 8
Political Cartoon

Note. Data example – Lesson Plan excerpt.
The following Figure 9 demonstrates a segment of a lesson plan that is an excellent
representation of how I came to support students in developing critical reading and thinking
skills.
Figure 9
Lesson Plan Excerpt

Time

Motivation/Hook:

Motivation/Hook:

10
mins

How to identify supporting arguments:

Students will listen and engage as instructed to
the introductory lesson on how to identify
supporting arguments.

I will display the story of Little Red Riding Hood
on the overhead projector. I will walk the class
through the story to identify supporting
arguments for two ideas:
1. The Wolf was bad.
2. Little Red was naive.
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I will instruct the class how to identify segments
from the story that support either of the two
arguments. This demonstrates how to perform
this skill, which will be used later in the lesson.

10
mins

I will display a slide that includes the essay
question, “Should the U.S. build a wall on its
southern border with Mexico?” We will discuss
possible approaches to this question.

Students will write down the essay question in
their graphic organizers.

20
mins

I will show the video, “A Nation Divided”, which
discusses both sides of the border wall and
immigration debate.

Students will take notes on the video in a
Cornell Notes format in their graphic organizers.
Students have done Cornell Notes many times,
so they understand how to do this.

20
mins

I will instruct students to read two articles on the
border wall and immigration debate. They will
use the skill learned in identifying supporting
arguments to identify arguments that support
whichever point of view they choose to write
about in the next lesson segment.

Students will read the two articles and will
highlight for their notes portions of the articles
that support the argument they will make in their
essay assignment.

5
mins

I will instruct students to pair up and engage in
a pair-share session about their notes and
supporting arguments.

Students will engage in the pair-share exercise.

20
mins

I will instruct students to write a one-half to
one-page essay arguing one side or the other
of the border wall debate. Students will be
expected to clearly state a thesis statement,
use three supporting arguments, and state a
conclusion.

Students will write an essay as instructed in their
graphic organizers.

10
mins

I will call upon 2-3 students to share their
essays with the class by reading out loud.

Students will share their essays, as requested
by me.

Note. Data example – Lesson Plan excerpt.
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Findings from my Cooperating Teacher and Field Supervisor Commentaries
Building upon what I just stated above, commentaries from my Cooperating Teacher and
my Field Supervisor were worth their weight in gold in terms of providing a data source to
evaluate my research questions. Like both of my other two data sources, these commentaries
represented good trend lines to see how I was improving and where I continue to need work.
Table segments were all lifted directly from the Tk20 Commentaries.
Table 3
Table Of Commentary Feedback
9/2022

CT/FS feedback Ken struggles with identifying a measurable
Critical thinking
learning target, which in turn will inform how he
constructs his lesson plans. At this point, he is
Classroom
not able to effectively teach critical thinking
management
because he is not sure what his lesson activities
are intended to support.

10/14/22

CT/FS feedback I need to make a point of writing the learning
target on the board before the start of the day.

10/28/21

CT/FS feedback Heitho says I need to work on the one little
piece they need to take away.

Critical thinking
High-leverage practice

Also, how is history connected to each student?
“Who we were teaches us who we are”
What questions do I want students to be able to
answer?
We need to encourage students to evaluate how
their societal beliefs are a result of how they live
and where they live.
1/22/22

CT/FS feedback Yes, the scaffolding of this specific lesson is
done well throughout the course of the class.
Mr. Armstrong started the class explaining what
a lobbyist is and the role of a lobbyist through
American politics (good and bad). Then the
class did a "bell ringer" about the basics of a
lobbyist (they constructed this bell ringer while
watching an informational video on lobbying).
After learning basic information about lobbying
the class was divided into groups and given a
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specific "lobby" that they were responsible for
learning about and researching. Groups were
then told to construct a poster regarding this
group's belief on the driving age in America
today. After the posters were done each group
presented what their "lobby" would believe
about the driving age in America. The class then
voted on the issue of "should the driving age be
raised in America" based on all their knowledge
that they learned today.

1/22/22

CT/FS feedback Yes. I think one thing that might help with this is
have a visual of what the expectations of the
poster were. For example the directions were
verbally given on needing 3 arguments to
include as if you were a part of that lobby.
However, if these were written down on the
board this may reach bilingual students and
overall Mr Armstrong would not need to walk
around and give as much clarification because
students could read the board and remind them
of the expectations of the group poster.

CT/FS feedback I need to work on managing student input.
Some are dominating the discussion.

Classroom
management

CT/FS feedback Ken needs to wait longer for students to be
quiet.

Classroom
management

CT/FS feedback Every week Ken needs to aim for something
new with respect to technology application.

Observation

CT/FS feedback Ken needs to work on his transitions during
lessons.

Classroom
management

CT/FS feedback Heitho liked my pacing and thought the activities Classroom
supported the lesson plan.
management
CT/FS feedback Need to focus on the “higher thinking verb” as a Critical thinking
learning target.
CT/FS feedback “My life is affected in this way ______ by
_____.

Critical thinking
Life skills

I need to model how it affects me and then
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engage students in thinking about that.
CT/FS feedback Need to focus on engagement with parents for
remainder of the term. Also, work on grading
student work.

Classroom
management
High-leverage practice

CT/FS feedback Need to think about having a subfolder of work
that can be:
●
●
2/15/22

Used by a sub teacher
Fill in if a lesson runs short

Classroom
management
Observation

CT/FS feedback This was the strongest lesson that I have
observed thus far. You were much more sure of
yourself both in your interactions and
expectations - but especially in what you
expected for outcomes!
NICE!
You were clear with definitions - which directed
your lesson planning. This was important for
students in understanding personal outcomes.

3/1/22

CT/FS feedback Ken – This is awesome! You have grown so
much in your understanding of teaching and
learning! You got this!
A few areas to continue thinking about:
Some lesson plans not complete (you know this)
LP Measurement – (keep developing always)
* Will you have a rubric for the debate quality?
* Will there be other places that quality needs to
be addressed in your measurement?
Modeling Thinking – You have done a great job
with the examples of scaffolding! Excellent! And
in including sentence starters etc to
demonstrate the kind of responses you want.
One way to extend this is to actually include
Teacher Talk or Teacher Thinking.
For instance:
“This is how I would analyze…” and then you
say the words that would normally happen in
your head and demonstrate the thinking. “I
wonder what this means? Well …If I look at this
word____ then I can connect it to what
happened (background info) and make this
decision..” etc.

Observation
Classroom
management
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CT/FS feedback Prior to Supreme Court case activity, Heitho
suggests that I show kids HOW to build an
argument.
Prepare “sentence frame” index cards to spark
discussion….
Assign pairs to take an assigned paragraph and
summarize it into a single sentence.

CT/FS feedback Need to be sure to let kids know WHY we have
them do certain things.
Things that went well:
● Good bell-ringer
● Great interaction with kids
● Good walking kids through current
events discussion
● Good voice level
Needs improvement:
● Time management
● Managing student engagement
If I want to help students identify main ideas,
teach them HOW to identify a main idea.
CT/FS feedback Ken is not encouraging enough original thinking
with higher-thinking verb use. Encourage work
on this aspect of Learning Targets within lesson
plans.
CT/FS feedback Ken does an excellent job in creating a
supportive and encouraging classroom
environment. Students seem to really like him.
CT/FS feedback Lesson on lobbying and what lobbyists do is a
good lesson, but still need to see how students
are applying critical thinking within the lesson.
Note. Data example – Commentary table
Figures 10 and 11 include direct excerpts from my Field Supervisor’s commentaries in
Tk20.
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Figure 10
Commentary Excerpt
Relates to high-leverage practices
Does the candidate utilize
research-based behavior
management strategies to
promote an optimal learning
environment such as high
engagement strategies, Grinder
techniques, proactive
procedures/routines, etc

Utilizes established classroom procedures and routines
Greet students by name and makes connections with
personal activities - demonstrated connections through
positive responses by students
Expectations clear - “no phones at this time” “you can use
phones now but for ….”
Intro Lesson Plan engaging - students appeared interested
in reading the articles given to them - Engagement with
lesson is the most effective Classroom Management
strategy.

Note. Data example – Commentary excerpt
Figure 11
Commentary Excerpt
Lesson Planning
“Look Fors”

Evidence & Comments

Are goals and objectives,
standards, or targets appropriate Your LT is NOT measurable. This is getting in the way of
and measurable?
your Lesson Plan – Some of this feedback I already gave
you on the first lesson plan you sent. Please review Lesson
Plan Learning Targets (Function and Measurement) This
affects everything else. Sorry if I repeat over again – it is just
hard to assess other aspects without this key concept.
You say LT: The primary learning target is to wrap up religion
and politics units for the Eastern Woodland people.
How can you measure wrapping up? What are students
learning? What kind of thinking would you like them to
demonstrate during this Lesson Activity?
Once you figure this part out – everything else will follow
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What is your Function? Academic Language?
How are you supporting Students (Structure) in special
groups? (IEPs, etc?)
Do lesson plans align to
Hard to tell without a clear Learning Target.
objectives, standards, or targets?
Questions toward the end appear aligned!

Are a variety of appropriate
Drawing pictures
formal and informal assessments Writing/Research
used?
Are you able to assess individually?
Were they sharing information the whole time?

Note. Data example – Commentary excerpt
Summary
Overall, this examination of my data, its organization, and coding, was a great way to
see how my research questions are supported/not supported by the actual classroom data. As
we turn to Chapter 5, we will look at specific analysis of individual lessons, journal notes,
activities, etc. that inform both my practice and this Action Research Project. I will provide
specific take-aways and conclusions I draw from this project, as well as how I will move forward
in my practice as a result of this study.
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Chapter V
Presentation and Discussion Findings
Data collection for my Action Research Project was pulled from a variety of sources and
directly from my teaching practice during my 2021-22 Western Oregon University practicum
assignment at a high school in Salem, Oregon. My research was qualitative in nature, as this
was the best approach to evaluating my research questions within an active classroom. My data
sources included:
●

My journal entries

●

My lesson plans

●

Feedback from my Cooperating Teacher and my Field Supervisor

My Research Questions
These were my ARP research questions:
1. How can I use my lesson plans to successfully support the development of
critical thinking skills in my high school social studies classes?
2. What strategies can I use to implement Evidence-Based and High-Leverage
practices to teach critical thinking skills?
3. How can I construct my lesson plans and implement strategies to correlate social
studies with learning skills important for success in life: critical thinking, grammar
and spelling.
Summary of Findings
The idea of not always seeing the forest for the trees is applicable in my summary of
findings. It was frequently difficult to step back and see where growth had actually occurred.
While in the midst of daily teaching, it is easy to focus on things I didn’t do well in a given lesson
rather than seeing the actual trend line of improvement. I would say this was one of the highest
values of the Action Research Project – it facilitated a long view of my teaching experience. I
found this to be extremely encouraging, despite the occasional failures.
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Research Questions and Answers
Following are brief answers to my research questions:
How can I use my lesson plans to successfully support the development of critical
thinking skills in my high school social studies classes? I found that carefully constructed lesson
plans are the best way to approach teaching critical thinking skills in the classroom. By
identifying clear, measurable learning targets and activities that support those targets provides
the best formula for success. I noted that – when comparing my earliest lesson plans with ones
near the end of my practicum – I made dramatic improvement in both the quality of my lessons
and in the effectiveness of teaching critical thinking and the ancillary life skills of spelling and
grammar. This was gratifying to see.
What strategies can I use to implement Evidence-Based and High-Leverage practices to
teach critical thinking skills? I realized the somewhat circular nature of this question;
evidence-based practices are – by definition – strategies for teaching critical thinking. I
concluded that it will be very important for me to continually look for strategies based on proven
theory and practice to teach these skills.
How can I construct my lesson plans and implement strategies to correlate social studies
with learning skills important for success in life: critical thinking, grammar and spelling? Virtually
every lesson that involves writing is an opportunity to teach these skills. Each one is also an
opportunity to assess learning and determine where my lessons are hitting the mark and where
they are not. By always bearing in mind the opportunity they present, I can critically examine my
practice and identify places where I can do a better job.
Graham and Santangelo (2014) put this into perspective when their article states that
there is disagreement about how spelling skills (as a life-skill example) are best learned. During
the past 100 years, they state, scholars argue that spelling should not be formally taught, as
doing so is ineffective. The meta-analysis conducted by the authors, however, conclude that
there is strong evidence that spelling-related instruction improves spelling performance.
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An additional interesting resource is a book by Pennington (2015), in which he presents
a comprehensive approach to teaching and assessing differentiated spelling through a variety of
techniques. I am in the process of purchasing this book and will use it in my future social studies
classes.
Interpretation of Results
As stated in Chapter IV, my coding themes were as follows:
●

Observation

●

Critical thinking

●

Scaffolding

●

Life skills

●

Classroom management

●

High-leverage practices

My data for each of these was sometimes extensive, and sometimes extremely limited. For the
purposes of this section, I will look at what my data showed for each coded theme. This is not
exhaustive, but includes a few examples from each to demonstrate my findings.
Observation
Observation data was primarily pulled from my Teacher Journal, and represented basic
observations as a student teacher. Most of the observations took place from my chair while my
Cooperating Teacher was conducting the lesson. Sometimes, my observations were noted at
the end of a lesson.
Often, an observation yielded little that was beneficial one way or another. An example is the
following observation from my journal (Table 1):
3/1/22

My journal

Students assigned political figures for “iMatch”
assignment. R’s and D’s and I’s. This activity
did not produce a noted plus or negative.

Observation
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This activity generated fairly good discussion, but did not seem to do much to promote the critical
thinking imperative I was looking for. Consequently, its contribution to my research questions was
limited.
Another observation did little other than inform me on some classroom management
improvements I needed to make (Table 1):
2/15/22

My journal

I need to work on managing student
engagement (Evan)

Critical thinking
Observation

Need to manage time so that lesson ends
without too much or too little time at the end.
Need to work on differentiation techniques with
SPED students.
However, an additional observation significantly informed me about major spelling
problems that – in fact – was one of the catalytic moments for my Action Research Project
(Table 1):
10/15/21

My journal

Dramatic example of spelling problem (e.g.,
prapre big prntss)

Life skills
Observation

The spelling errors represented in this journal notation were stunning and caused me to wonder
why we have this problem and how to fix it. The literature, however, was almost nonexistent in
this area and should be the subject of future work. One piece of future work in which I will
engage is to talk with my colleagues who teach English and language arts. I will be very
interested to hear their perspectives on this problem, and whether or not my observation here
was something of a one-off, or if it is a common problem in their classrooms. Perhaps
collaboration between teachers of social studies and language arts can improve student
performance relative to these skills.
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Critical Thinking
Data in this category came from all three of my data sources: my journal, lesson plans,
and CT/FS commentaries. I was fairly easily able to identify lesson segments that supported
critical thinking. I was also able to identify lesson segments that could better have supported
teaching critical thinking. However, I think my ARP would have benefited from greater rigor with
respect to testing out different approaches to teaching critical thinking. To return to the quote
from Saiz and Rivas (2008, Ways of Thinking, referenced in Chapter 2 of this Action Research
Project),
It therefore seems necessary to foster good thinking in people in general and in
our students in particular. This makes it crucial to evaluate those good aptitudes
in order to know whether they are present or not and to see which educational
program develops them adequately…This seems to be the departure point for
the assessment of critical thinking; the need to know to what extent a group of
people has acquired those skills.
The lesson for me from this part of my literature review is that (as I read it) we must exert great
effort to identify ways to teach critical thinking and how to assess if we are successful in that
objective or not. I feel that many of my lessons touched on teaching critical thinking and
provided activities that involved it, but did not do as well with respect to assessing the lessons
for critical thinking success.
An activity from one of my lesson plans provided a very strong activity for developing
critical thinking skills. In this example, Figure 2 (Chapter IV) presents a lesson worksheet on
how to construct an argument, using the example of “What is the best kind of pizza”. This was a
simple example, but walked students through the process of the steps for building an argument.
It uses the model of the “Seven C’s”. This is a foundational skill for critical thinking and is an
activity that I will use throughout my teaching career.
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Finally, an article by Reisman (2016) adds value to the discussion: History class, she
says, should be a place where students learn to think. It is not a place to simply memorize facts,
people and dates. We want to facilitate students’ ability to answer the questions, why and how.
Scaffolding
This category had only a very few specific data points. I was disappointed in my teaching
that I did not either include or uncover enough meaningful scaffolding examples. And as we
have learned throughout our MAT program, scaffolding is a vitally important tool for helping
students learn – especially those with learning disabilities or who need help in developing
certain skills that do not come easily to them. An example from my journal that references
scaffolding follows (Table 1):
1/18/22

My journal

I note that it is very difficult to scaffold critical
thinking for SPED kids. I need to figure out how
to improve this.

Scaffolding
Critical thinking

The following example from my Field Supervisor’s commentary addressed a positive
scaffolding example (from Table 3):

1/22/22

CT/FS feedback Yes, the scaffolding of this specific lesson is
Scaffolding
done well throughout the course of the class.
Mr. Armstrong started the class explaining what Observation
a lobbyist is and the role of a lobbyist through
Critical thinking
American politics (good and bad). Then the
class did a "bell ringer" about the basics of a
lobbyist (they constructed this bell ringer while
watching an informational video on lobbying).
After learning basic information about lobbying
the class was divided into groups and given a
specific "lobby" that they were responsible for
learning about and researching. Groups were
then told to construct a poster regarding this
group's belief on the driving age in America
today. After the posters were done each group
presented what their "lobby" would believe
about the driving age in America. The class then
voted on the issue of "should the driving age be
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raised in America" based on all their knowledge
that they learned today.

Life Skills
While this category represented the major thrust of the entire thesis, I found surprisingly
little data that specifically related to it. To me, that was a failure of thesis planning. I should have
done a better job of setting stronger mechanisms to evaluate how and when life skills were
present in my lessons. One of the few examples follows here from Table 2 in Chapter IV:
2/15/22

Lesson Plan

How we evaluate “fake news”.
●
●
●
●
●

Context
Credibility
Construction
Corroboration
Compare

Critical thinking
Life skills
Classroom
management

Get students to work on higher-level thinking,
like rewriting a paragraph in their own words.

While the examples were few, this one was – in my opinion – extremely strong. The point of the
lesson was to teach students how to read information critically and to discern real, legitimate
news sources from those that are fake. This, too, is another lesson I will repeat as I move
through my teaching career.
A final note on life skills, as Dyer (2018) states: “Spelling correctly matters because
meaning matters. In a language full of homophones, homographs, and homonyms, learning to
effectively convey meaning by using the correct spelling will result in you appearing more
reliable, credible, and intelligent” (para. 4).
Classroom Management
In writing this Action Research Project, I was pleased to see that I have grown significantly
In many areas. A segment from my Field Supervisor’s commentary about my classroom management
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and overall teaching skill development follows (from Table 3):
3/1/22

CT/FS feedback Ken – This is awesome! You have grown so
much in your understanding of teaching and
learning! You got this!

Observation
Classroom
management

A few areas to continue thinking about:
Some lesson plans not complete (you know this)
LP Measurement – (keep developing always)
* Will you have a rubric for the debate quality?
* Will there be other places that quality needs to
be addressed in your measurement?
Modeling Thinking – You have done a great job
with the examples of scaffolding! Excellent! And
in including sentence starters etc to
demonstrate the kind of responses you want.
One way to extend this is to actually include
Teacher Talk or Teacher Thinking.
For instance:
“This is how I would analyze…” and then you
say the words that would normally happen in
your head and demonstrate the thinking. “I
wonder what this means? Well …If I look at this
word____ then I can connect it to what
happened (background info) and make this
decision..” etc.
Classroom management had quite a bit of overlap with the Observation theme. As stated
above, observation data mostly correlated with classroom management. Neither of these
themes, however, had much appearance in the literature review.
High-Leverage Practices
Finally, high-leverage practices found their way into the data analysis from Table 2
(below):
3/10/22

Lesson Plan

Lesson activity: Used table groups for origins of
government

Scaffolding
High-leverage practice

3/12/22

Lesson Plan

Lesson activity: Used pair-share for Founding
Fathers

Scaffolding
High-leverage practice
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Study Limitations
One of the definite limitations of my study was not having at the start a clear picture of
what critical thinking actually is – it’s like the old saying, “I can’t define it, but I know it when I see
it.” I knew that critical thinking is a vital skill for students and I wanted to promote it as something
that can be taught and developed within the classroom environment; and I furthermore felt that
social studies was the ideal lab for such an experiment.
Implementation of Findings and Future Research
As I move into my teaching career, I will be entering an ideal laboratory to continue
testing my data and research from this ARP, as well as to look for opportunities for future
research. I see three objectives moving forward.
First, as critical thinking is the focus of this ARP, looking for ways to be increasingly
effective in teaching critical thinking will be an ongoing focus of my teaching practice.
A second objective will be to use my observational (and journal notation) skills to
improve my classroom management.
A final objective will be to continually look for opportunities to teach and improve student
life skills, ranging from critical thinking to spelling/grammar, etc.
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Conclusions
I was definitely struck by the value of this approach to reflecting upon my own practice
and how I can better support students in my social studies classroom. As I have stated
previously, there is probably no better laboratory for examining and building critical thinking skills
in students, which is such a vital life skill. I learned that Action Research does not necessarily
need to be in the form of a 100-page paper, but can be applied every day in small ways. As long
as I can look critically at my practice and evaluate actual data (e.g., even just a short formative
assessment at the end of a day’s lesson), my practice can be informed and improved one piece
at a time, one lesson at a time; if there is any single takeaway for me from this thesis project,
this was it.
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Appendix
Building Strong Arguments
For essays, speeches, debates, meetings, or intense discussions, you may need to organize
your thoughts and defend them against people who might not agree with you. To do your best in
these situations, follow the process outlined in the next few pages. Remember that arguments
stem from a claim or position supported by compelling evidence—evidence that persuades the
reader or listener to accept a point of view.
The Seven C’s of Building an Argument
When you need to build an argument, use the seven C’s to develop and support a position
about a specific topic:
1. Consider the situation. Think of all aspects of the communication situation. What are
the subject and purpose of your message? What medium will you use? Who is the
receiver? What is the context?
2. Clarify your thinking. Think about the pros and cons of each side of the issue, and do
some preliminary research so that you understand the subject well.
3. Construct a claim. Write a single statement that gives your position and the main
reason that you hold that position.
4. Collect evidence. Research the issue in depth, using primary, secondary, and tertiary
sources. Investigate to make sure your claim holds up, and change it if it doesn’t. Gather
a variety of key evidence to support your claim.
5. Consider key objections. Think about other viewpoints related to the argument. What
reasons could people cite to support opposing positions? What major problems could
they see with your argument? Decide how you will answer those objections—by
countering them (saying why they are unimportant) or by conceding them (saying they
are important but can be overcome).
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6. Craft your argument. Use your claim statement and the evidence you have gathered to
argue persuasively for your position. Appeal to the needs of your reader, and answer
any key objections.
7. Confirm your main point. Wrap up your argument by stating your claim in a new way,
connecting it to real life and to the future.

