Middle School Social Studies Lesson/Unit Change Rationale

We made several changes to the unit and the lesson. Some of the changes that we made were to make the lesson and unit more Social Studies focused. While the original material was good, it was really more a combination of Social Studies and Language Arts. The Oregon Department of Education curriculum map states that in 7th grade students should be able to, “Describe the restrictions that climate and landforms place on land use in regions of Africa and Asia, and be able to discern how patterns of population distribution reflect these restrictions. Identify, locate, and compare religious symbols, architectural landmarks, types of housing, ethnic and racial characteristics of people, and level of technological achievement. Identify, locate, and compare clothing, recreation, myths, building of dams for flood control, air-conditioned buildings in warm climates, and economic activities related to natural resources (land use).” Our changes of the content of the unit plan and lesson plan take these factors into account and make the lesson and unit more aligned with the state standards. The original lesson plan and unit focused more on the folktales than Africa. By changing the focus to Africa and using the folktale as a tool to teach about Africa, the lesson and unit become aligned with the state standards. This also allows students to see the importance of Africa in a global sense as opposed to them looking at the effects of the cultures in Africa on their folktales.

We also changed the lesson to include more interactive activities. We included visual teaching strategies and kinesthetic teaching strategies in order to involve a higher percent of the class. According to the Oregon Department of Education website section on research of learning in Social studies, “Young people can learn most readily about things that are tangible and directly accessible to their senses–visual, auditory, tactile, and kinesthetic. With experience, they grow in their ability to understand abstract concepts, manipulate symbols, reason logically, and generalize. These skills develop slowly, however, and the dependence of most people on concrete examples of new ideas persists throughout life. Concrete experiences are most effective in learning when they occur in the context of some relevant conceptual structure.” We added an activity in the lesson which requires the students to give their opinion through movement around the room. We also added a section in the lesson in which the students are asked to look at color pictures of Africa and respond to them based on the previous discussion. In these two ways we are involving the kinesthetic learners as well as the visual and auditory learners. 

We also changed the culminating project of the unit. We changed this for several reasons. We felt that the use of pairs and assigning a general research project limited the students’ ability to look at the diversity with the many countries in Africa. By having the students work in groups of 4-5 and changing to a newspaper project with specific critical thinking questions to answer that the students would be able to go more in depth in their research as opposed to reporting on general facts. Also, by having the students work in groups instead of pairs the groups are able to look at and research more about the counties without feeling overwhelmed. 

Our assessment strategies stayed the same as the original material, except modified to fit our new content. We still used oral questioning, worksheets, quizzes and a project to assess the students’ comprehension of the material. We felt that these assessments worked well for our content and material, even though it was slightly different than the original. These assessments allow for frequent checking in with the students’ progress without a lot of work and paper. 
