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Introduction to Explorations in Social Studies 

Dear Teachers, 

As former classroom and gifted education resource teachers, we know how challenging 
it can be to meet the varied needs of your students. In today’s one-size-fits-all world, we 
congratulate you on your efforts to seek out and use materials to offer increased rigor 
to your students. 

Explorations in Social Studies is designed for gifted and high ability students who would 
benefit from greater challenge in the classroom. While most of your class is involved 
with regular classroom instruction on grade-level standards, Explorations in Social 
Studies provides the opportunity for some students to work independently on advanced, 
interdisciplinary investigations into the topics addressed by the standards written by 
several national organizations including the National Council for the Social Studies, 
Council for Economic Education, the Center for Civic Education and National Council for 
Geographic Education. 

You may already have decided which students will benefit from Explorations in Social 
Studies based on your knowledge of your students. If you have not, here are some 
suggestions: 

1. Find or design a suitable pre-assessment when you begin a
new unit of study. Knowing which students already
understand the big ideas of the unit will help you to identify
students who need more rigor in their studies. Don’t expect
perfection, but do look for outliers.

2. Remember that some students may not demonstrate
understanding on a pre-assessment because they are unfamiliar with the topic.
However they may learn the new material rapidly and need a challenging
alternative to keep them engaged.

3. Don’t rule students out because of behavior problems. Remember that some of
those behaviors may be the result of a lack of engagement with grade-level
materials.

We recommend the following in order to make the most effective use of these materials: 

1. In all activities students are asked to do some
reading and research. Set up an area that supports
students’ efforts to work independently. This area
should have writing and drawing paper, access to a
computer or print reference materials, dictionary &
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thesaurus resources (digital or print), calculator, ruler, scissors, glue, markers, 
pens, pencils, etc. If you are able to gather some general resources on the 
Exploration topic in advance, just to get them started, that would be helpful. 

2. Explorations in Social Studies is designed to be replacement learning activities for
students who need more rigor. But, they can also be offered as extension and
enrichment alternatives. Students working on Explorations in Social Studies can do
so without disrupting the class. For example, if you are reviewing material some
students have mastered, they can be working on an Exploration. Research shows
that extensions that build on classroom learning or address a student’s passion
area have the greatest impact.

3. The “Steps to Success” indicate stopping points where students are directed to
check with you before continuing. Use this time to help them refine their research
to get to the level of depth and complexity that you expect. Do not hesitate to
have them dig more deeply.

We have intentionally used somewhat sophisticated vocabulary because so many 
published materials have been oversimplified. However, feel free to adapt these 
materials to make them accessible, particularly for your second language learners. 

©Harris-Duncan Page 6 www.piecesoflearning.com



Important Questions  

These questions will guide your Exploration… 
Why does the author use both non-fiction (Salva’s story) and realistic fiction (Nya’s story) in the 
book? How does this help the reader to understand both characters?  

Salva’s story takes place in 1985, while Nya’s story is set in 2008. How does the story show the 
connections of people over time? 

What role does water play in the book? How does water connect people? 

How does Salva’s story help you understand refugees and immigrants who come to America? 

What is the significance of the last two pages of the book? What does Nya learn? What is the final 
message of the book? 

Project Options 

Choose one of the following projects to share your Exploration… 

More Project Options on next page…

_____ 

On the website started by Salva, www.waterforsouthsudan.org, individuals can participate in 
a variety of ways to raise money to bring water to the people of Africa. With appropriate 
adult permission, start your own fundraiser and send the money you raise to his 
organization. 

_____ 
Research more about the Lost Boys of Sudan. If you can, locate and watch all or part of the 
movies The Lost Boys of Sudan or God Grew Tired of Us. Using information you learn, write 
a realistic fiction story that tells the story of one “lost boy” and his journey to America. 

Focus! 
For this Exploration you will read the award-winning novel, A Long Walk to Water by 
Linda Sue Park. In 1985, Salva is forced to flee his war-torn village in the Sudan. He 
becomes a “lost boy” refugee, walking across Africa on foot. In 2008, an African girl 
Nya walks hours everyday to fetch water for her family. In this Exploration, you will 
learn about the ties that connect people to each other. 
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Steps to Success 
To complete this Exploration, you will need to do the following… 

_____ 
1. Before you read, locate South Sudan on a map of Africa. Find some information about

South Sudan written for kids. Look at some photographs of the people who live in
South Sudan. Write down some interesting facts and things you notice.

_____ 

2. Read A Long Walk to Water by Linda Sue Park. As you read, keep careful track of the
journeys that Salva and Nya take. Write down the names of places and information
about the place. You can follow Salva’s African journey on the hand drawn map at the
front of the book.

Check in with your teacher at this point. Teacher Initials ____________

_____ 
3. Using the map at the front of the book as a guide, create three maps of your own.

___ Salva’s Journey in Africa ___ Salva’s Journey to America ___ Nya’s Journey

_____ 
4. Learn about Salva’s organization, “Water for South Sudan” by visiting his website,

www.waterforsouthsudan.org. Explore the site and learn more about providing clean
drinking water to Africa. 

_____ 

5. Think carefully about the Important Questions and write your responses to at least
three of them in the journal that holds your research. Your thinking about these
questions should be evident in your final project.

Check in with your teacher at this point. Teacher Initials ____________

_____ 
6. Choose the project you would like to complete. Before you begin putting your project

together, read the Evaluation Rubric carefully so that you will understand the
expectations for success.

_____ 
7. Create your project. Your project should show your best writing, thinking and

presentation skills.

Turn in your project and find out what your teacher wants you to do next.

_____ 

South Sudan declared its independence from Sudan in 2011, after a civil war. The new 
country is very poor and faces many challenges. Make a map of South Sudan that shows its 
topography. Locate some information written for kids about current issues in South Sudan. 
Be sure to investigate the water situation in the country today. Write a summary of what 
you find.  

_____ Design your own project and get approval from your teacher. 
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Stars, Stripes, Statues, and Slogans 
Using Symbols to Express Concepts and Ideals 

Important Questions 

These questions will guide your Exploration… 
Why do people use symbols to express concepts and ideals? 

Do symbols mean different things to different people? Why? Give some examples. 

Can a symbol express a deeper, more profound idea than words? Why? 

Why are patriotic symbols so powerful? Why do symbols seem to touch people’s emotions? 

What questions do you have about symbols in general? What else do you want to know?

Project Options 

Choose one of the following projects to share your Exploration… 

_____ 

Walk around your school and create a list all the symbols you see. Look at the posters, signs, 
posted student work, slogans, mascots, bulletin boards, national and state symbols and more. 
What can you learn about the ideals and culture of your school from the symbols that you see? 
Write a letter to your principal that explains the symbols and what the school environment “tells” 
others about your school. 

_____ 

When choosing our national symbols, Benjamin Franklin wrote in 1784: 
“The Bald Eagle is a bird of bad moral character. He does not get his living honestly. In truth the 
Turkey is in comparison a much more respectable bird as a true original Native of America.”  

Research more about Benjamin Franklin’s idea, as well as why the Bald Eagle was chosen as a 
symbol for our new country. Write a letter to Mr. Franklin, explaining if you agree with him or 
others. 

_____ 
Study a $1, $5 and $10 bill, as well as some coins. Make a list of all the symbols that represent 
America on the money. Research the symbols and their meanings. Make a poster that shows 
what you learned. 

_____ 
Choose two patriotic songs (like “The Star Spangled Banner” or “America, the Beautiful”) and 
listen to them. Write down your ideas for some of the symbols in the song. Memorize the first 
two verses of each and perform the songs for an audience. Then, explain the symbols of America 

Focus! 
Symbols are objects that represent the values, traditions, and ideas that make our 
country unique. This Exploration will focus on the symbols that help explain the ideals 
of the United States. 
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Steps to Success  
To complete this Exploration, you will need to do the following… 

_____ 

1. Do the following activities to learn about symbols.

___ Brainstorm a list of 10 or more symbols that represent ideas (like dove=peace, scales=justice,
heart=love.) Choose five and research their origins and meanings. Write down what you find in
your journal.

___ Brainstorm a list of 25 or more symbols of the United States. Consider images, anthems and
songs, pledges, slogans, flags, landmarks, statues, monuments and even food. Choose ten and
research their history and symbolic meanings. Write down what you find in your journal and keep
track of your sources on a Research Log.

___ Locate information on the symbols of your state. Choose five symbols and research their
history and symbolic meanings. Write down what you find in your journal and keep track of your
sources on a Research Log.

_____ 
2. After thinking and learning about symbols, write a statement that tells why you believe

people use symbols.

Check in with your teacher at this point. Teacher Initials ____________

_____ 

3. Think carefully about the Important Questions and write your responses to at least three of
them in the journal that holds your research. Your thinking about these questions should be
evident in your final project.

Check in with your teacher at this point. Teacher Initials ____________

_____ 
4. Choose your project. Before you begin putting your project together, read the Evaluation

Rubric carefully so that you will understand the expectations for success.

_____ 
5. Create your project. Your project should show your best writing, thinking and presentation

skills.

Turn in your project and find out what your teacher wants you to do next.

that are in the songs. Tell why people use symbols to represent ideas. 

_____ 

People have used symbols of our country to protest things they believe need change. For 
instance, American flags have been burned to protest war, sports figures have knelt during the 
national anthem to protest racial injustice, and groups have gathered at the Lincoln Memorial to 
protest political and social issues. Research both sides of a protest that involves a national 
symbol. Write a well thought out “letter to the editor” stating your opinion about the protest and 
the use of the symbol. 

_____ Design your own project and get approval from your teacher. 
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