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Our curriculum is designed for 4th and 5th graders and can easily be bumped up, and also adjusted 
to work with 3rd grade, and in truth, any grade, if teachers have enough time to plan.  However, in 
Oregon, 4th and 5th graders learn state history, and US history which make the tie-in to civics a 
natural.  Ecosystems is also a standard at 5th grade, but in truth, we didn't suffer over the standards. 
 
For staff wanting to do something, to jump in, to get started: 

• See if you can tie in to your curriculum standards, and do so.  You'll do far more than the 
standards address.  It is in many ways the justification for tackling the big issues.   Do your 
own reading and research and teach what resonates with you and share your passion and 
commitment. 

• Our curriculum spanned the year- at times we were deeply involved, at other times, we were 
less focused on it as other things came up, but it was always there.  

• The two areas that we worked in are Cultural Linguistics which included The Bill of Rights, 
Constitution, and issues of democracy.  This was Susan's area.  I worked on Environmental 
Science/Climate change.   

• Students need to love what we are working to protect- rights and the environment.  Honor 
personal and public cultures and cultural differences.  Honor the local ecosystems, the 
oceans, sea turtles.  Find what they love and learn the science.  Use major science research 
sites and articles. 

• Students need a foundation in both areas.  Use sources beyond the the mainstream and 
present comprehensively.  Use Howard Zinn's Young People's History of the United 
States, use Rethinking Schools, use mainstream and alternative news sources and compare 
them.  Use picture books.   Show "The Story of Stuff" and other videos. 

• For the environment, I built a curriculum that led to issues of climate change and global 
warming.   

• In both curriculums we started with a foundation, a structure, a frame, and then populated it 
with current events.  

• Always teach current events and relate it to the structure of what you're teaching.  Show 
video clips, news articles etc.   Don't be afraid of big topics- just use discretion (i.e., no need 
to show bloody scenes, or things that are scary),  tTeach the truth in developmentally 
appropriate ways 

• Have open-ended discussions. Let them share their voices. CRITICAL THINKING is 
key.    Disagree.  Agree.  Teach them how that works and how to be strong, and 
respectful.    

• Allow kids to work on research projects of their choosing within the areas you work on. 
• Always help the kids to love and care about the topics- to feel empathy for people losing island 

homes, for living in poverty.    Where do issues of social justice and the environment 
connect?  What about in "your" own city. 

• DO connect with local issues, but be clear that a recycling plan won't fix this mess.    
• Don't be afraid to connect with legal issues such as OCT. Bring in speakers.  Go to 

courthouses. 
• Give kids room to move.  This is not a fill in the blanks project.  There is no prescription, but if 

you're teaching the basics, the foundation, they'll learn what they need to know in the 
standards, and be able to make sense of it 

• Talk and discuss A LOT! 
• One key concept: “Everything is connected to everything else” 


