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            Identity & Community: An Introduction to 6th Grade Social Studies
      
        

        
          

            Intentionally designed for middle school classrooms, this unit explores themes of identity and community by using students' knowledge of the Memphis, Tennessee, community.
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About This Unit

      
      
              
        
            This unit was developed for sixth grade social studies students in Memphis public schools. The content and teaching activities suggested in these ten lesson plans explore themes of identity and community, while helping students and teachers build a productive, safe learning environment. They are especially appropriate for use in middle school classrooms, of any subject, at the beginning of the school year.
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            This unit supports a multiple week exploration of Democracy & Civic Engagement. It includes:


	10 lessons
	Videos, readings, and handouts that correspond with activities



      

      
              

                      

                      

    

  



          

    
        
      
                          
            Additional Context & Background


          
              
      
        


  
            
  
      
    
    
      
                  
                          
                

              




            Why teach about identity and community?


Why begin a sixth grade social studies course with an exploration of identity and community? The answer to this question may seem obvious. First, identity and community are central themes in the minds of young adolescents. As your students begin a year in a new school (or at least in a different classroom), many wonder about who they want to be in this new space and what it means to be part of a group. The lives of early adolescents are centered around peer groups and mutual relationships. The Facing History curriculum has been developed to support and challenge students who are beginning to see themselves as unique individuals with a desire to belong.


By beginning the year with themes that resonate with students’ moral and social development— themes such as identity, membership, and belonging—teachers engage students not only in studying themselves but also in studying peoples of the past. Facing History teachers have found that students have a deeper understanding of particular historical moments when these moments are connected to universal themes that resonate with students’ lives. Questions such as “What does it mean to be a member of a community?” and “How does our perspective shape the way we view others?” are as applicable to analyzing the social world of young adolescents as they are to understanding civilizations throughout world history. The ancient Chinese, Greeks, and Mayans were concerned about belonging to a family, tribe, or nation just as students today care about their membership in certain cliques or groups. When students create a class contract in Lesson 10, they participate in a process that preoccupied emerging civilizations thousands of years ago—the process of establishing norms and laws.


Encouraging students to think critically about issues of identity and community is not only an effective way to engage them in the study of world history; it also provides a way to build a class culture that supports learning. The activities in this unit have been developed to promote a sense of community because students are best able to share ideas, take risks, and help each other when they feel a sense of belonging and safety in the classroom. The first several lessons provide meaningful ways for students to introduce themselves to their peers. The process of learning about their classmates can break down stereotypes and help build relationships. For example, students who may have assumed they did not have anything in common with their peers may learn that they share an interest in the same music or that they have been through a similar experience. The second half of the unit focuses on what it means to be part of a community. Through discussing various examples of inclusion and exclusion, students develop an understanding of belonging that they can apply to their own relationships within the classroom.


For more than thirty years, Facing History has supported teachers in developing a respectful classroom climate where students feel comfortable sharing ideas and taking risks. It is through open dialogue and thoughtful engagement with peers that students develop a sense of what it means to participate in a democratic society. In this way, the lessons in this unit not only support their development as students of social studies but also support their growth as citizens and community members.


      

      
              

                      

                      

    

  



      




      
          
          
                      

              

  
    Preparing to Teach
  



                        

            

  
          
        
            
A Note to Teachers

      
      
              
        
            Before teaching this unit, please review the following information to help guide your preparation process.
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            How to Use this Unit


          
              
      
        


  
            
  
      
    
    
      
                  
                          
                

              




            The 10 lessons in this unit are divided into 2 sections: the Introduction and the Lesson Plan.


The Introduction includes the following sections:



	Overview: This section provides a rationale and description of the lesson and explains how the lesson content connects to the study of world history.
	Learning goals: The activities and suggested assignments have been designed to help students master specific learning goals. The lessons also promote students’ learning in other areas such as reading, oral expression, and critical thinking.
	Materials: Following each lesson, we have included materials needed to implement the lessons, such as graphic organizers, texts, or images. Other suggested materials, such as Dr. Seuss’s story “The Sneetches,” can be borrowed from Facing History’s library. The short book The Bear That Wasn’t, by Frank Tashlin, is the central text of Lesson 3.




The Lesson Plan includes five sections:



	Warm-up: The warm-up activity prepares students to access the material in the lesson by activating prior knowledge, introducing an important vocabulary word, or providing an opportunity for personal connection to the themes in the lesson.
	Main activity: The main activity is typically built around a specific text or hands-on project. It introduces students to new concepts and ideas and provides a structure for students to work with this material so they can make it their own.
	Follow-through: To deepen students’ understanding and encourage retention of the material, the follow-through activity often requires students to apply the material explored in the main activity to a new situation. Students might be asked to connect the material to their own lives, synthesize concepts from different lessons, or develop their own opinions about the content of the lesson.
	Homework: Suggested assignments can be used to evaluate learning goals or prepare students for the next lesson.
	Curriculum connections: In the body of each lesson, we have included curriculum connections—ideas about how you can use the lesson’s content or teaching strategy throughout the school year to help students better understand world history.




These lessons have been designed to be implemented in a 50-minute class period. Depending on your own classroom context (e.g., how many students you have, the skill level of your students, and your students’ interests) lessons may take more or less time. If you are concerned about running out of time, you can shorten the warm-up activity or assign the follow-through activity for homework. This unit could easily engage students for several weeks if you implement the optional extension activities included in most lessons.
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            We strongly recommend that students keep a journal during this unit. The journal is a place where students can answer questions during class and at home. Students can also keep a list of important terms in their journals. By keeping their ideas in one place, students are better able to make connections between lessons and take stock of how their own understanding has developed.
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        Explore the Resources
      

      
        This unit is made up of the following lessons. Each lesson includes activities and student materials for one class period.
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            Who Am I?
      
          

                                  
          

            By asking the question "Who am I?" students explore the role that identity plays in forming their values, ideas, and actions.
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            What Shapes Your Identity?
      
          

                                  
          

            Through a poem-writing activity, students broaden and deepen their understanding of identity.
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            How Do Others Define Your Identity?
      
          

                                  
          

            Students draw on a contemporary parable to explore how identity is formed by our own perception as well as other people's perception of us.
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            What Aspects of Our Identities Do We Show to Others?
      
          

                                  
          

            Through a mask-making activity, students learn that they can conceal or reveal aspects of their identity.
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            Who Are We?
      
          

                                  
          

            Through a gallery walk activity, students learn that communities consist of a collection of people with unique identities.
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            What is Community?
      
          

                                  
          

            Students answer the question, "What is a community?" by writing their own definition of the word and identifying what characteristics make their classroom a community.
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            What Makes Memphis a Community?
      
          

                                  
          

            Students connect what they have learned about communities to their knowledge of Memphis,TN, by analyzing images of historical and local importance to the city.
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            How Do Communities Define We & They?
      
          

                                  
          

            Students draw on a classic Dr. Seuss story to explore how communities make choices regarding membership.
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            What Does It Mean to Belong?
      
          

                                  
          

            Students identify the range of actions they can take when confronted with exclusion. The term upstander is introduced, as well as key terms such as bystander, perpetrator, and victim.
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            How Do Rules & Traditions Shape Communities?
      
          

                                  
          

            Students create classroom rules through a group activity, and learn the relationship between customs and laws as it relates to a safe learning environment.
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            My Part of the Story: Exploring Identity in the United States
      
          

                                  
          

            Help students understand that their voices are integral to the story of the United States with six lesson plans that investigate individual and national identity.
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            Responding to Difference
      
          

                                  
          

            Students explore a poem by James Berry about the ways we respond to difference and complete a creative assignment about their school or community.
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            Defining Our Obligations to Others
      
          

                                  
          

            Students are introduced to the concept of universe of obligation to better understand how societies create "in" groups and "out" groups.
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            The Costs and Benefits of Belonging
      
          

                                  
          

            Students learn about group membership and explore the range of responses available to us when we encounter exclusion, discrimination, and injustice.
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            Defining Human Rights
      
          

                                  
          

            Students create a definition for a "right" in order to explore the challenges faced by the UN Commission on Human Rights to create an international framework of rights for all human beings.
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            Transcending Single Stories
      
          

                                  
          

            Students reflect on how stereotypes and "single stories" influence our identities, how we view others, and the choices we make.
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            Understanding Identity
      
          

                                  
          

            Students consider the question "Who am I?" and identify social and cultural factors that shape identity by reading a short story and creating personal identity charts.
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            When Differences Matter
      
          

                                  
          

            Students consider what happens when one aspect of our identity is privileged above others by society.
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            Step 1: The Individual and Society
      
          

                                  
          

            Students explore their identities through a mask-making project.
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            Step 2: We and They
      
          

                                  
          

            Students work collaboratively to create illustrated children’s stories that explore issues of conformity and belonging.
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            Blending In and Standing Out
      
          

                                  
          

            Students use an excerpt from Sarfraz Manzoor memoir to reflect on identity, belonging, and wanting to feel invisible.
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            Resources for Civic Education in California
      
          

                                  
          

            Explore resources that meet the California History–Social Science Framework standards.
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         Unlimited Access to Learning. More Added Every Month.
      

      
        Facing History & Ourselves is designed for educators who want to help students explore identity, think critically, grow emotionally, act ethically, and participate in civic life. It’s hard work, so we’ve developed some go-to professional learning opportunities to help you along the way.
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            Exploring ELA Text Selection with Julia Torres
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            Listen to #DisruptTexts founder Julia Torres about taking a critical lens to text selection in ELA classrooms.
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            Working for Justice, Equity and Civic Agency in Our Schools: A Conversation with Clint Smith
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            Issues of equity and education have long existed in our country and continue to manifest today. How can writing and the power of one's voice help us respond to these disparities? Listen to writer and educator, Dr. Clint Smith, where we hear his poetry and reflections on working for justice, equity, and civic agency in our schools.
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            Centering Student Voices to Build Community and Agency
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