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Abstract 

Encouraging students to become active citizens is the goal of this unit. Voting is the main 

right and responsibility within citizenship that is examined. A look at recent and 

historical voting among minority groups is explained. Lessons are presented to address 

what citizenship is, what it looks like in practice, and how citizens can effect change by 

utilizing their right to vote. These lessons culminate in a micro-society project where 

students build and run their own imaginary town. Historical examples of civilizations and 

cities are presented to students, as well as some of the challenges and accomplishments of 

past and present cities in an effort to encourage students to be civic minded in their 

growth and development as citizens born and citizens formed.  
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Content Objectives 

 

Voting 

Whites vote more than Blacks, according to the 2016 Census data. To be more precise, 

the percentage of white voters has been significantly higher than the percentage of black 

voters since the 15th Amendment barred states from denying Black men the right to vote 

based on "race, color, or previous condition of servitude" in 1870. This is not because 

African Americans do not want to vote. Instead it has to do with the barriers faced by 

Black citizens trying to exercise their right to vote since then.  

Ninety-five years after our elected government officials added the 15th 

Amendment to our Constitution, they had to pass another law to prohibit racially 

motivated legal and systematic barriers to voting implemented by municipal and state 



governments, particularly in the South.  This new law was the Voting Rights Act of 1965. 

This law forbade obstacles  like poll-taxes and literacy tests, which were set up to keep 

Blacks from voting, particularly in the South. The Voting Rights Act came about not 

simply because southern states were violating federal laws, but because television and 

newspapers depicted the South’s treatment of Voting Rights marchers in cities like 

Selma, Alabama and this attention brought the South’s treatment of Blacks into the 

national spotlight for all of America to see. The shameful events were enough to pass 

President Lyndon Johnson’s proposed legislation into law. Indeed, citizens of the United 

States were attacked by police because they walked, held signs, and chanted to exercise 

their right to vote. This was over 50 years ago.  

Teaching 

Philadelphia schools close on election day because the schools turn into polling stations. 

The day before election day, I always encouraged my students to go with their parents to 

vote. The idea was to have parents literally pull back the curtain (on the voting machines) 

and show kids how easy it now was to walk up and exercise the right to cast your vote. 

Almost two decades ago, when I asked students if they went with their parents to vote on 

their day off, the vast majority said they did not. In fact the follow up question of whether 

their parents went to vote at all got, and continues to get, a resounding no as well. I saw 

first hand that Blacks still were not voting. This made me upset when I thought about the 

history involved. Soon though, I realized that my rose-colored vision of exercising your 

civic duty and right to vote was naive. The influence a person feels on the civics of a 

country can pale in comparison to the detriments imposed by the written and unwritten 

laws that govern human interaction.  Why would Black people feel like they had any 

stake or claim to the government systems that oscillate between their protection and 

persecution?  

 

Former Governor of California and U.S. Supreme Court Justice Earl Warren said, 

“Citizenship is the right to have rights.” Historically, however, that hasn’t been the case 

for everyone. Even after the fight and victory for equal rights was legalized,  systemic 

racism that followed the end of race-based laws has affected housing, jobs, education, 

healthcare, justice, and the overall quality of life for black (and brown) citizens. The 

impact of this legacy lives on. Black people in American have real life experiences that 

make them query: What impact can I have when I am treated as a second class citizen?   

 

As a teacher, I have formulated the opinion that if I want students to grow into 

citizens that feel that their voices matter, then I need to have them buy into the fact that it 

does at an early age. I tell my students at the end of lessons about voting that maybe one 

day I can vote for them as mayor or president. Getting them to believe me is the 

challenge.   

 

 



Is it Only Historical? 

 

First, it must be noted that the blanket statement, “Blacks don’t vote,” isn’t true. That 

doesn’t negate my first few paragraphs which are rooted in statistical comparisons. The 

fact is that Blacks do vote. They vote at higher rates than other minorities. They vote in 

increasing percentages year to year. They vote more now than in the past. And they vote 

in elections when they feel that their vote will matter, like in elections where there is a 

black candidate (Ray and Whitlock, 2019). However, the Black vote still has barriers to 

being counted and people feel that. Gerrymandering and identification procuring 

locations have led to a disenchantment among black voters. Additionally, polling stations 

are closed disproportionately in minority communities. Black men, who are 

disproportionately incarcerated, are legally kept from the right to vote in most states, 48, 

while serving time or on probation (2019). In many ways, those who desire changes in 

the government and laws that negatively and disproportionately affect them are the ones 

kept from voting and effecting that change.  

 

It is not just black voters. Overall there has been a decades’ long decline in 

Americans voting, especially among young people (in whatever year you choose to look) 

who distrust the government, feel less aligned with party affiliations and causes, and do 

not feel as if their vote counts.(Putnam, 2018) In fact, it was in the 2008 presidential 

election, when Obama was running for president, that the voter drives for citizens aged 

18-42 really ramped up. The message that year was that hope for a better future meant 

casting your vote and that after you voted, change was on the way. The electoral college, 

where one person doesn't equal one vote, complicates the belief in the power of the 

individual voter. In addition, senate, congressional, and judicial positions have a greater 

impact on laws and legal consequences that affect the everyday citizen more than does 

the presidency, yet those elections for those positions generate far less voter engagement 

and turnout.  

 

The last demographic feature of the families whose children I taught teach? 

needing consideration is economic. Poor people vote less than middle class or rich 

people. Education levels could factor into this feature as well since income affects college 

attendance and degree attainment and college educated persons vote at higher rates. 

Although the number of low-income students attending college has increased over the 

last decade (Smith, 2019), there still remains a gap and that gap affects voting rates.  

 

Looking at my students and their families, factoring in the legacy of systemic 

racism that created real barriers to and disenchantment with  voting, it was no longer a 

question of why the families weren’t taking their children, my students, to vote, but how 

to change that. As a teacher of elementary-age children, my goal is to effectively educate 

my students. However, there is a bonus to educating their parents as well. Being black, 

young, and poor in America doesn’t mean you don’t know about voting, it may just mean 

that voting means nothing to you.  



Teaching Civics and the Importance of Voting to Elementary Students 

 

The social studies curriculum in the elementary grades in Philadelphia is over 20 years 

old. I know because this is my twentieth year and the books and lessons were here when I 

started and have yet to be updated. Some may argue that since social studies deals in 

history and the basics of government, there is not much demand for revision since history 

cannot be rewritten nor has our system of government changed in any significant way 

recently. However, I choose to counter with the notion that history indeed can be 

rewritten, and is constantly in need of being rewritten, filling in for past omissions and 

purposeful misdirections. Salmon (1912) noted  that history needs rewriting “to correct 

the personal equation [because] all history...written during the supremacy of a strong line 

of Kings, or of a powerful political party, or emanating from an influential Church 

organization, are prone to be affected by the personal elements involved.” Indeed, if we 

ever desire for children to invest in their government as defined by our history, it needs to 

be presented as fluid, to at least to some degree. Which then leads me, as a teacher of 3rd 

grade students, to the awesome responsibility of whetting the appetites of 8 year olds to 

want to be a part of the process that governs their lives and the lives of those they love 

and despise, for is it not a sign of our democracy that we all share the umbrella of 

citizenship with the rights afforded them therein, whether or not we could ever share a 

meal at the same table?  

 

Waxing poetic aside, the terrible tragedy does not end with a lack of materials and 

old standards with which to teach social studies, but is further compounded by the fact 

that teachers do not teach it, nor are they held accountable for teaching it; literacy and 

math dominate the focus across the country with the introduction of the Common Core 

Standards. Research reveals one more troubling tidbit that has emerged from the 

literature: students don’t like to learn social studies. (Schug, 1984) Whenever I hear an 

elementary teacher say kids don’t like a subject, I interpret that to mean the teacher 

doesn’t like it or is not proficient at teaching it. This is a shame because while citizens are 

born, responsible citizens are nurtured, guided, and encouraged-- and social studies 

instruction is one of the principal means to this goal in early childhood. Therefore I asked 

the question: How can the importance of social studies be presented in a way that inspires 

both teachers and students? 

 

 The majority of my teaching career has been spent working with younger students 

in 2nd through 4th grade. What I find, when faced with teaching a subject that is not 

valued for all it should be, is that lessons need to be short yet impactful. I accomplish this 

in a few ways: using music and song to teach content, having kids create art to deepen the 

connection students have to the material, and helping students internalize by role playing. 

Kids learn and retain more when music is a part of their education- whether it’s learning 

an instrument (McCann, 2014) or learning through song (Lucas , 2012). This isn’t 

anything surprising or new. The alphabet song and Barney’s Clean Up, Clean Up have 

been and will be around for the long haul. Visual art taps into a part of the brain that 



connects and creates memories, from interpreting the colors, emotions, and images 

presented (Gharib, 2020). By using both of these mediums, there is a greater and longer 

lasting impact of the material, even if the lessons are brief.  

 

 The goal of this unit is to present the material in a new and exciting way that 

builds interest, has staying power in the minds of students, is low impact in terms of 

teacher planning, and grows future citizens with a desire to exercise their rights and 

responsibilities. The need is urgent because of the lack of engaging lessons available to 

teachers on this topic; the lack of young people voting; the feelings of “not counting” by 

too many minorities and populations on the fringe or at high risk; and the time allotted by 

teachers, and accepted by administrators, to implement social studies lessons.  This unit 

presents lessons that guide teachers and students on a journey towards seeing the big 

picture of citizenship and how we can affect the systems that govern us. This unit is about 

planting the seeds of responsibility in children that will hopefully grow them into adults 

willing to demonstrate citizenship in its most advantageous forms. 

 

Social Studies Teaching 

 

In 3rd grade, students are supposed to learn about what a community is,and the ways in 

which we exist within our communities. This social studies instruction calls for an 

examination of our desire to belong and get along as well as looking at our system of 

governance and our role therein. Delivering these lessons out of context is what I believe 

leaves students with a lackluster sense of the awe of our power as citizens which 

ultimately comes from the power of voting.  

 

The idea of citizenship started to evolve in ancient times as early humans settled 

closer and closer together to form networking relationships that shared resources and 

responsibilities, for protection, and to make life easier overall. These settlements may 

have started as religious pilgrimagesto sacred locations, food and water hubs, or 

temporary stations during travel and migration, but eventually, they became communities 

with benefits (Mumford, 1991). Out of these settled communities arose civilizations that 

history continues to marvel over. With these newly formed villages, towns and cities 

came the need for leadership and definitive inclusion. Rules and laws needed to be made, 

followed, and enforced in order for everyone to get along and inclusion in the community 

needed to be stipulated so that people knew their place and position. Although many of 

the earliest settled communities were often ruled by one person and less than democratic, 

it’s still clear to see: systems of government and citizenship have been a part of history 

from the beginnings of  human existence/ expansion/ leaving the caves.  

 

 Who a citizen is has changed over the millennia. Historically, citizens have been 

wealthy men of the ethinic group in power. This meant that the majority of people living 

in a settled community played little if no role in dictating the ways they were allowed to 

conduct their lives. This may have been women and anyone of a different ethinic or birth 



origin. Still, some cultures and civilizations extended, if it were, citizenship to other 

groups of their demographic (ie. slaves), but at a cost. Slaves in Ancient Rome could be 

citizens and hold public office, but it meant giving up their language and culture for an 

assimilated life- much like the Native Americans in the USA.  

 

Even with the changes in who is and is not a citizen, one thing remains the same: 

citizens have rights and responsibilities. In Ancient Greece, a citizen could own property 

and have a voice in political affairs. In Ancient Rome, a citizen was afforded voting and 

protections outside of the borders of their residential community. In both societies, as in 

todays, their biggest responsibilities were following the laws and paying taxes. Modern 

day US citizenship offers so many benefits compared to other countries that having or 

getting it becomes a life changing situation. Laws that protect us, give us a voice, and 

allow us to live much as we choose to live are the cornerstones of our rights as citizens. 

One might argue that our Bill of Rights is the envy of the citizens of other countries.  

 

Many of these rights and responsibilities sound familiar and just to us as modern 

day citizens. However, it cannot be overlooked that time, revolution, and great effort has 

been made for citizenship to have its current definition apply to all of us in the United 

States. And even then an argument can be made that not everyone feels the full protection 

and exercise of those rights. 

 

Today, American citizens have the Constitution to look to to see all their rights. 

The possibilities for change and improvement are what make our Constitution inviting for 

those without such a governing document, however long those changes take to become 

law. The compelling thing is that change can happen here. The compelling thing is that 

change should be happening. Voting is one of the most important and influential ways the 

everyday citizen effects those changes.  

 

Citizenship today comes in two forms at birth depending on where you live: based 

on where you were born (called jus soli, like in the USA or Brazil) or from which country 

your birth parents claim citizenship (called jus sanguinis, like in most of Europe ). 

Application later in life is also a path to citizenship. African Americans have all the rights 

and responsibilities of any other citizen of the USA. My job as a teacher is to reinforce 

the idea that their voices, choices, lives and votes matter. My job is to show how the right 

to vote is a responsibility.  

 

Once Upon a Time in a Small Town in My Classroom... 

 

The culminating activity in this unit is a school-year’s long project called Liberty Falls. A 

town within a classroom, or mini-society, project allows students to interact with one 

another in real world types of ways. The goal is to have the students invest in their town 

to the extent that they develop a sense of community and ultimately citizenship. Students 

will create a character, or community member, to represent themselves in a newly settled, 



fictional town. The community member will have to offer goods or services to the other 

community members. The town will have its own money/ economy. The community 

members will vote on a mayor and runners ups will be on the town council. The mayor 

and council will vote on a charter or set of laws for the town as suggested by the 

community members. The students will have multiple opportunities to interact as their 

created community member through the length of the project. These interactions will 

mirror real life and present challenges so that students can practice community building, 

conflict resolution, decision making, money management, voting, and other real life 

scenarios. Although there are many things to be learned in this mini-society, the most 

important aspect of this activity, in regards to this unit, is that communities work when its 

citizens participate and abide by the social contracts they’ve established.  

 

Upon investigating the research based benefits of this type of town-in-a-classroom 

program, the Micro-Society© program was found to be the model of this approach: 

“MicroSociety© is an educational approach in which a portion of the school day becomes 

a student-run miniature society, enhancing academics with real life application and 

problem solving. The society sets a foundation for leadership, entrepreneurship, and 

creativity and provides a context to motivate students to improve their academics in order 

to succeed.”  A meta-analysis of this program that is used school-wide reveals that the 

program “produces outstanding gains in children's… economic literacy and reasoning, 

entrepreneurial awareness and concept acquisition, as well as enhanced mathematics 

achievement and attitude toward school and learning”. (Kourilsky & Carlson, 1996)  

 

Often in everyday practice, fairness is usually reserved for childhood and adults 

can take advantage and “get away” with things. The balance of who actually gets to take 

advantage or get away with things is part of the money and race privilege that is being 

discussed in today’s America. This Liberty Falls project seeks to teach responsibility and 

develop students’ sense of right and wrong while balancing the value of the  participation 

of all members of the society in order to demonstrate that if everyone plays by the same 

rules, a community can be a place for all members to thrive and grow, with social 

contracts maintained. The choice to add activities to demonstrate the need for fairness 

and equity may be added to the lessons in a way that matches student maturity.  

 

Teaching Strategies 

 

In order to grow kids into responsible and active adult citizens, there are more lessons for 

students to learn than can be taught in a curriculum unit in one Spring. Therefore, the 

lessons presented  must start as soon into a school year as possible and serve as a 

proverbial “mustard seed,” so that kids' appetites are whetted and they become  eager to 

exercise their rights and responsibilities as United States citizens. This unit aims at two 

targets, real life today and the future tomorrow. It gives a nod to history for having gotten 

us to where we are; connects what kids have experienced to a broader world; shows them 

ways that they fit into society at large;  and encourages them to feel the strength they 



possess as they live lives of intention. This must happen over time and with multiple 

opportunities to practice and form beneficial patterns. It is with this in mind that the 

strategies for this unit deal with building a foundation of information and activities on 

which to build a fun and kid-friendly bridge to grown-up ideas and ways of life.  

 

 The broad concept here is citizenship. It is in the curriculum content area of social 

studies. Within citizenship, this unit presents lessons on the following topics: community, 

government, and the role of citizens. For each topic, students will be tasked with learning 

new information; applying it to themselves or something familiar; and applying their 

newfound knowledge to creating an imaginary community within the classroom.  

 

 

Strategies for The 5 W’s of Communities: 

Communities: What is a community? Why do we live in communities? Community members.  

Recognize/ 

Define 

Recognize and define the meaning of community: what, why, when, where, 

who. 

Identify Identify the basic needs of all people and how their needs are met in a 

community. Identify some needs via goods and services.  

Sort Sort roles in a community and community helpers. 

Study/  

Utilize 

Study and utilize maps and timelines as they pertain to communities. 

Discuss Discuss the purpose of laws and rules. 

Create Create a collage of a community. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Strategies for  Citizenship:  

Who is a citizen? What are the advantages of being a citizen (rights)?  

What do I have to do as a citizen (responsibilities)? How does culture impact citizenship? 

Distinguish Distinguish between the terms culture and custom. 

Recognize/ 

Define 

Recognize and define the meaning of citizen. 

Define/ 

Distinguish 

Define and distinguish between rights and responsibilities.   

Create Create a quilt-style portrait of themselves as adult citizens. 

Recite/ Perform Recite or perform a poem about being a citizen. 

 

 

Strategies for Government and Me 

Government: Laws, rights/ services, types of government, citizenship 

Brainstorm Brainstorm where laws come from. 

Brainstorm Brainstorm how we change laws (courts vs hearts/ minds vs legislation). 

Consider/ 

Evaluate 

Consider the road to citizenship throughout history in different forms of 

government in order to evaluate a preference. 

Approximate Approximate the actions of good citizenship through classroom jobs and 

rewards (this is done in September but referred to here.) 

Understand Understand the benefits of the three branches of government. 

Plan Plan a class election. 

Present Present a campaign for a make-believe community. 

 

 



Strategies for Growing Citizens 

Road to citizenship: historical perspectives, losses and gains, ancient civilizations to today 

Describe/ 

Examine 

Describe and examine Philadelphia as a “City of Neighborhoods” examining 

the cultural/ ethinic make-up of these areas. 

Cite Cite specific contributions from different immigrant groups past and present.  

Explain Explain the contributions of African Americans in the Philadelphia 

Community  Where do they find the information? Readings?  

Develop Develop a character trait for a model good citizen. (Have kids put themselves 

into the model and show/ tell how they can exhibit that trait.) 

Explore/ 

Discover 

Explore ancient cultures and societies to discover how people lived and 

became citizens. 

Present Present the profile of a citizen that has had a lasting impact on our culture/ 

society. (Minority and immigrant citizens will be encouraged.)   

 

Strategies for Mini Society 

Liberty Falls and Microsociety 

Create Create an imaginary town/ city called Liberty Falls in the classroom. 

Contribute Contribute to a Bill of Rights for the citizens of Liberty Falls.  

Imagine/ 

Embody 

Imagine the life of a citizen of Liberty Falls and embody it. 

Compose Compose a narrative of their citizens' lives. (Overlapping stories will be 

encouraged.) 

Participate Participate in a microsociety, Liberty Falls, as the citizen they created. 



Classroom Activities 

The lessons presented here are designed to be 30-45 minutes each based on the SDP 

guidelines for Social Studies instruction. Please note that for the objectives of these 

lessons, SWBAT means “Students will be able to” and IOT means “in order to”. 

Lesson 1:  The 5 W’s of Communities 

Review Review what the 5 W’s are: who, what, when, where, when, why. 

Anticipatory Set Teacher brainstorms with the class who are the people that we live 

near, what are the things everyone does “around here”, when do we 

do special things together, where “we” are, and then asks them to 

think of why we do all these things. The teacher explains that all of 

this is about the fact that we live in community with one another and 

connects the definition of community to these brainstormed ideas. 

Students are again asked to think of why we do all these things 

together and ideas are added to the board or a Padlet if students have 

access to technology devices. 

Objective SWBAT recognize and define the meaning of community IOT 

identify the basic needs of all people and how their needs are met in 

a community. 

Input and Modeling  Students will read about the 3 main reasons people live in 

community: to live, to work, to belong. The teacher will create a 

trifold class poster with multiple examples under each reason.  

(Teacher Resource 1) Teacher will guide students as they connect 

and sort the ideas of why they said we live in communities for these 

3 reasons. The teacher will guide students to connect the meeting of 

needs. Students will connect the idea of community to their 

neighborhood. Teacher made trifold will remain on display. 

Checking 

Understanding 

Students will view a montage of these 3 reasons taken from 

different cultures and time periods (Teacher Resource 2) and use 

hand signals (the letters L, W, and B in American Sign Language) 

to vote on which reason it is.  

Guided Practice Students will create a trifold mini poster of the 3 reasons with 

illustrations of an example for reason. (Students Resource 1) 

Independent Practice 

 

Students will begin a large poster or infographic about communities. 

This will be the first section.  



 

Lesson 2:   The 5 W’s of Communities 

Review Teacher will ask what are the 3 reasons to be in a community. 

Students will give examples of doing those things.  

Anticipatory Set Teacher will display images of people that live in a community and 

ask their job. Teacher will ask and students will discuss in a Turn 

and Talk: why do you think we need these people in our 

communities? 

Objectives and 

Standards 

SWBAT sort roles in a community and community helpers IOT 

identify the basic needs of all people and how their needs are met in 

a community via goods and services. 

Standard - 5.3.3.C Identify services performed by the local 

governments. Standard - 5.3.3.D Identify positions of authority at 

school and community. 

Input and Modeling  Students will brainstorm things they need and make a list within 

their seated groups. Students will view videos about Community 

Helpers (these videos can be found on YouTube). Teacher will list 

on the board the community helpers and the services they provide.  

Teacher made list will remain on display. 

Checking 

Understanding 

Students will sort community helpers with the service they provide. 

(Teacher Resource 3)  This can be done via discussion or 

SmartBoard game. 

Guided Practice Students choose pictures of community helpers to label and describe 

the services they provide.  

Independent Practice Students get magazines and cut out 5 pictures of community helpers 

to add to their poster or infographic about communities. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Lesson 3:  The 5 W’s of Communities 

Review Teacher will have students name roles in a community and 

community helpers.  

Anticipatory Set Students will talk about and list where these helpers work and where 

services and goods can be found.  

Objective SWBAT study and utilize maps and timelines as they pertain to 

communities IOT identify how their needs are met in a community 

via goods and services. 

Input and Modeling  Teacher will present an old map of Philadelphia with Center City as 

the main reference point. Commercial hubs and marketplaces for 

meeting a community’s needs will be displayed and examined. The 

main street for commercial business in the neighborhood will be 

identified. Images of commercial hubs and markets in other cultures 

and time periods will be displayed. Students will discuss the goods 

they see and how community members would use such goods. 

Images of service works in the other cultures and time periods will 

be displayed. Students will describe their roles in a community. 

(Student Resource 3). Teacher will display a blank map to the 

students with the school as the main reference point. The teacher 

will use student input to map places in the community where 

community helpers work and goods can be purchased. Teacher 

made map will remain on display. 

Checking 

Understanding 

Students will list 5 places in their community in which they could 

get a need met either with a good or a service.  

Guided Practice Students are shown labeled street maps and given access to a 

business directory to find and map places in their neighborhood in 

which they could get a need met either with a good or a service. 

This map will be given for homework so that families can contribute 

3 more locations on the map.  

Independent Practice Students get magazines and cut out 4 pictures of community places 

to add to their poster or infographic. 

 

 

 

 



Lesson 3: The 5 W’s of Communities 

Review Students will summarize all that they learned about communities, 

referring to teacher made posters.  

Anticipatory Set Students are presented with several scenarios where people might 

disagree (school and real-life based anecdotes would be appropriate) 

and asked to do a turn and talk about how to solve the dilemma. 

Students will then be asked how is it that everyone in a community 

is able to get along and live together without always fighting? 

Students will journal about their answer.  

Objectives and 

Standards 

SWABT discuss the purpose of laws and rules IOT identify how a 

community is maintained. 

Standard - 5.1.3.A  Explain the purposes of rules, laws, and 

consequences. Standard - 5.2.3.B Identify the sources of conflict 

and disagreement and different ways conflict can be resolved. 

Standard - 5.3.3.B Identify how laws are made in the local 

community. 

Input and Modeling  Students read about early laws, specifically the Code of 

Hammurabi*, and learn that since the beginning of civilizations, 

laws and consequences to breaking those laws have been around. 

Students use Thumbs Up, Thumbs Down to vote in whether some of 

the Codes of Hammurabi seem fair. Teacher lists those laws that 

students think are just. 

Checking 

Understanding 

Students make groups lists of what they think are some laws and 

rules. Students are asked to put a star next to any laws that might be 

laws that only apply to people in the USA, their state, or their city/ 

town.  

Guided Practice Teacher responds by adding actual laws to a class chart as found on 

the various student lists. A star is put next to any laws that only 

apply to people in the USA, their state, or their city/ town. 

Independent Practice Students add 3-5 laws to their poster or infographic.  

 

*BONUS FIELD TRIP: A replica of the Code of Hammurabi can be seen on display at 

the The University of Pennsylvania Museum of Archaeology and Anthropology. There 

are many more artifacts of ancient civilizations to be studied as well. 



Lesson 4: Citizenship 

Review Students present their posters to each other in small/ table groups.  

Anticipatory Set Students are asked to Turn and Talk about how they know they are 

members of these communities they saw in the posters. Students 

share their responses.  

Objective SWBAT define and distinguish between rights and responsibilities 

IOT recognize and define the meaning of citizen. 

Input and Modeling  Teacher presents the word “citizen” as a new vocabulary word and 

focus for the next several lessons. A citizen is defined. The 

distinction is made between a person literally living and working in 

a community versus a legal citizen of that community as 

distinguished by rights and responsibilities. Historical and other 

country references are presented. (Teacher Resource 4) Students 

watch a video about the Bill of Rights. Students make and read a 

one page book about the Bill of Rights.  

Checking 

Understanding 

Students sort rights (things we get) from responsibilities (things we 

do) on a teacher made poster to be displayed. (Teacher Resource 5) 

Guided Practice Students are tasked with making a rights and responsibilities T-chart 

for the classroom.  

Independent Practice Students choose 3 rights and 3 responsibilities to add to their 

community posters. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Lesson 5: Citizenship 

Review Students will review the concepts of citizen, rights, and 

responsibilities by reading the class posters.  

Anticipatory Set Students will be asked whether they think people/ citizens within a 

community have things in common and what those things might be.  

Objective SWBAT examine how citizens live IOT distinguish between the 

terms culture and custom. 

Input and Modeling  Citizen profiles are presented, possibly using the book Children Just 

Like Me. (Teacher Resource 6) Students will identify the different 

aspects of  culture and customs presented: food, music, beliefs, 

traditions, etc. Students will distinguish between culture and 

customs and connect those concepts to the right to practice them as 

citizens of a culture.  

Checking 

Understanding 

Students will create a Venn diagram for culture and customs in their 

notebooks. 

Guided Practice Students will identify culture and customs for themselves and create 

a mini poster of who they are using drawings and labels. (Student 

Resource 2) 

Independent Practice Students will create a quilt-style portrait of themselves as adult 

citizens using drawings, magazines, and photos. Attached to the 

quilt will be an acrostic poem for the word “citizen” that identifies  

rights, responsibilities, culture and customs.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Lesson 6: Government and Me 

(this lesson is two periods) 

Review Students will review the need for laws and recall as they can 

referring to class poster.  

Anticipatory Set Students will consider the question: where do we get our laws? 

Objective SWBAT examine how rules, laws, and consequences are developed 

and carried out IOT identify the roles of the three branches of 

government.   

Standard - 5.1.3.A  Explain the purposes of rules, laws, and 

consequences. Standard - 5.3.3.A Identify the roles of the three 

branches of government. Standard - 5.3.3.B Identify how laws are 

made in the local community. Standard - 5.3.3.D Identify positions 

of authority at school and community. 

Input and Modeling  Students will learn a rap song about the three branches of 

government and watch videos.  Students follow a step by step guide 

to drawing the HQ buildings of the three branches (the where) in a 

flip book.  

Checking 

Understanding 

Students sort scenarios into the three branches on the board. 

Guided Practice Students add the who and what scenarios to their flip books. 

Independent Practice Students make a Who, What, Where of the Three Branches mini-

poster for Homework. Bonus is naming the leaders of their city and 

state. Homework: iCivics.org online game. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=mt5K4ZK0ILY
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=mt5K4ZK0ILY


Lesson 7: Government and Me 

Review Review why rules and laws exist within a group of people and how 

they are formed and actually become laws. 

Anticipatory Set Students Turn and Talk: what is a rule (in school or at home) or law 

(municipal, state, or federal) you would change? How and why 

would you change it? 

Objective SWBAT connect elected officials to the formation of laws IOT 

identify the importance of voting.  

Input and Modeling  Teacher discusses the benefits of being a citizen of the city in which 

they live: trash pick up, clean streets, places to go and have fun, 

police*, firefighters, fireworks and parades, parks and rec centers, 

schools, housing and neighborhoods*, etc. Teacher explains the 

historical absence of those things as the reasons we have them 

today. Teacher shows how citizens have managed to enact laws and 

ordinances. Teacher explains how people can change the laws, 

whether by voting or taking issues to court.  Students watch videos.  

Checking 

Understanding 

Students do Thumbs Up, Thumbs Down for things they can change 

and things they cannot. (Hint: with almost any law or societal rule, 

citizens can work to effect change) 

Guided Practice Students list the rules of school and annotate whether they support 

the rule or write how they would change it. Students rotate around 

the room sharing for 2 minutes with another student and switching. 

After several minutes of rotating, students are able to revise their 

lists. Students are polled on a few of the “new” rules and asked if 

they support the rule**. 

Independent Practice Students will begin planning a campaign for class president. Each 

student must build a platform on which to run, even if they do not 

run. The winner will be the mayor of Liberty Falls. Runners up may 

be the town/ city council.  

*If students are mature enough to handle the content, the historical division of justice and 

housing can be explored as a way to demonstrate changes in laws vs actual changes in 

social impact. 

**If students are mature enough to handle the content, eye color or sock color can be 

their ticket to voting in the poll to demonstrate the history of (voter) discrimination. (See 

Jane Elliot) 



Lesson 8: Growing Citizens 

(Two class periods: one for research, one for presentations) 

Review Students consider all that they have learned by taking a vision tour 

or gallery walk of the different posters from the unit so far. Students 

may share any new understandings they have.  

Anticipatory Set Teachers shows PPT of famous immigrants to the USA and asks if 

students recognize them and what they are famous for, such as 

Albert Einstein, Dikembe Mutombo, Natalie Portman, Arnold 

Schwarzenegger, etc. Teacher explains that these are immigrants 

and defines the terms. 

Objective SWBAT describe and examine Philadelphia as a “City of 

Neighborhoods” examining the cultural/ ethinic make-up of these 

areas IOT cite specific contributions from African Americans and 

different immigrant groups past and present.  

Input and Modeling  Teacher will show Animated Map Shows History Of Immigration 

To The US. Teacher will feature Immgration 1870-1930  and 1930-

Present,   City of Neighborhoods maps and information on the board 

or in PPT form. Students watch Octavius V. Catto, A Legacy for the 

21st Century (Student Resource 3) 

Checking 

Understanding 

Students visit Guide to African American Cultural and Historic 

Sites in Philadelphia, The African American Experience in 

Philadelphia, The Encyclopedia of Greater Philadelphia: African 

Americans, and Notable African-Americans in Pennsylvania: Black 

History Month using the 5 W’s to take notes and report out 

contributions of African Americans to Philadelphia history. 

Guided Practice Students read about the contributions of African American 

Philahians, such as Richard Allen, Billie Holiday, Lee Daniels, 

Marian Anderson, Questlove, etc. and plot on a map where the 

person was born in the city. 

Independent Practice For homework, students will locate one business in their 

neighborhood that is owned by immigrants. 

 

 

 

 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?time_continue=223&v=Fe79i1mu-mc&feature=emb_logo
https://www.youtube.com/watch?time_continue=223&v=Fe79i1mu-mc&feature=emb_logo
https://philadelphiaencyclopedia.org/archive/immigration-1870-1930/
https://philadelphiaencyclopedia.org/archive/immigration-1930-present/
https://philadelphiaencyclopedia.org/archive/immigration-1930-present/
https://philadelphiaencyclopedia.org/archive/city-of-neighborhoods/
https://philadelphiaencyclopedia.org/archive/immigration-1930-present/
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=iKxFGz3ejwc
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=iKxFGz3ejwc
https://www.visitphilly.com/articles/philadelphia/african-american-historic-sites-in-philadelphia/
https://www.visitphilly.com/articles/philadelphia/african-american-historic-sites-in-philadelphia/
http://www.philadelphiahistory.org/exhibition/the-african-american-experience-in-philadelphia/
http://www.philadelphiahistory.org/exhibition/the-african-american-experience-in-philadelphia/
https://philadelphiaencyclopedia.org/archive/category/african-americans/
https://philadelphiaencyclopedia.org/archive/category/african-americans/
https://www.pennlive.com/life/2017/02/notable_african-americans_in_p.html
https://www.pennlive.com/life/2017/02/notable_african-americans_in_p.html


Lesson  9: Growing Citizens 

Review Teacher reminds students what a citizen is and how they have rights 

and responsibilities. Students recount some of each.  

Anticipatory Set Students Turn and Talk: What makes a citizen good? 

Objective SWBAT describe character traits for a model good citizen IOT 

present the profile of a citizen that has had a lasting impact on our 

culture/ society. 

Input and Modeling  Teacher engages students in a discussion about the traits that good 

citizens demonstrate using a list on the board of all types of traits. 

Teacher makes a poster about Barack Obama and incorporates 

character traits around the image (picture or drawing). 

Checking 

Understanding 

Students add to the poster, explaining what they chose that trait. 

Guided Practice Students read through brief destinations of citizens that have made a 

difference and choose one to learn more about. Students are given 

one page biographies of the person they chose to teach the class 

about. Students make posters of the person with five character traits 

that describe them as good citizens. Under each trait, evidence from 

the person’s life is presented.  

Independent Practice Students present their posters to the class, explaining their choices 

for the character traits.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Lesson 10: Mini-Society 

Review Students review why people live in community and list some 

community roles and jobs.  

Anticipatory Set Students Turn & Talk: What are the most important laws to you? 

Objective SWBAT imagine the life of a citizen of Liberty Falls and embody it 

IOT contribute to a Bill of Rights for the citizens of Liberty Falls. 

Input and Modeling  Teacher presents the town of Liberty Falls*. Students are randomly 

selected to choose their profession/ house- except for whoever ran 

for class president, who will be the mayor. Runners up will be Town 

Council, but may or may not hold another job. Teacher explains 

what a town charter is and asks for input into a Bill of Rights for the 

town by brainstorming laws and rules, rights, and responsibilities. 

The list is much longer than the 10 laws that will be voted on.  

Checking 

Understanding 

Students asked to choose the top 10 laws/ rules that they want for 

the town.  

Guided Practice Students journal who they will be in the town, what their job entails, 

and who might be their clients/ customers. Bonus journaling: what 

they think the introduction to their town charter to say, using the 

Constitution as a model.  (Teacher gathers the top 15-20 laws and 

posts them while students are writing.) 

Independent Practice Students are presented with the 10 laws for their town and complete 

the Liberty Falls Town Charter and Bill of Rights. 

* Students can create buildings out of paper (Internet search: Paper buildings cutouts), 

cardboard boxes, or milk cartons. OR Teacher can purchase and allow students to choose 

a ceramic house on a completed 3D map of the town. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Lesson  11: Mini-Society 

Review Students review why people live in community and focus on how 

community members interact. 

Anticipatory Set Students Turn & Talk: It’s Friday evening, what is your character 

doing? 

Objective SWBAT compose a narrative of their imaginary citizens’ life IOT 

participate in a mini-society, Liberty Falls, as the citizen they 

created. 

Input and Modeling  Teacher shares a narrative story about their made up citizen. 

Checking 

Understanding 

Students plan their narrative (Student Resources 5) and share who 

they are and what they do in the town. This share out will aid in 

students being able to write crossover stories.  

Guided Practice Students use a template to write a narrative of their imaginary 

citizens’ life.  

Independent Practice Students have several opportunities to “be” their character via 

writing and roleplaying in many different scenarios over the course 

of several weeks.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Lesson  12: Mini-Society 

Review Students review what it means to be a citizen.  

Anticipatory Set Students rate their experience being a citizen of Liberty Falls using 

a Lykert scale. 

Objective SWBAT describe their experience being a member of a mini-society 

IOT recognize the benefits of good citizenship as expressed through 

having a voice in their town via voting.  

Input and Modeling  Teacher highlights laws that were added, or amendments, that 

changed the way of life for citizens in the US, bringing more people 

to the political “table” and ensuring a more balanced chance for 

everyone to live equilable lives.  

Checking 

Understanding 

Students journal: What would happen if everyone stopped voting? 

Guided Practice Students use a template to write about their experience as a citizen 

of Liberty Falls.  

Independent Practice Students summarize their essay into a paragraph and add it to the 

Citizens of Liberty Falls bulletin board (ie. Padlet, PPT, or actual 

bulletin board). 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Teacher Resources 

 

Teacher Resource 1: Example of trifold to illustrate why people live in community. 

 

 

 

 

 

 
Teacher Resource 2: Examples of why people live in community:  

to live, to work, to belong, to vote on. 

Illustration: Subin Yang 

 



 
Teacher Resource 3: Example of pictures of community helpers to label  

and describe the services they provide. 

 

 
 

Teacher Resource 4: Example of pictures for Bill of Rights one page book. 

Image: Bill of Rights depicted in cartoon format from 1971  

Young Citizen teacher’s guide transparency. Courtesy: Syracuse University. 

Directions for a one page book: 

http://www.shininghours.com/creating/one_sheet_8_pages!.htm  

http://www.shininghours.com/creating/one_sheet_8_pages!.htm


 
Teacher Resource 5: Examples of Rights and Responsibilities Sort 

Source: https://www.uscis.gov/citizenship/learners/citizenship-rights-and-responsibilities 

 

 
Teacher Resource 6: Example of a book to explore the cultural aspects of  

children’s lives around the world. 

“A unique photographic celebration of children around the world. Through colourful 

pictures and children's own words, readers learn about the dreams and beliefs, hopes 

and fears and day-to-day events in the lives of children across the globe.”  

Children Just Like Me. New York, NY: Dorling Kindersley. 

Kindersley, B., &amp; Kindersley, A. (1996). 

https://www.uscis.gov/citizenship/learners/citizenship-rights-and-responsibilities


Student Resources 

 

Student Resource 1: Example of trifold to illustrate why people live in community. 

 

 
Student Resource 2: Example of worksheet for adding images/ illustrations. 

 

Students Resource 3: Octavius V. Catto, A Legacy for the 21st Century 

    This video is a brief biography of the life and influence of Octavius Catto in 

Philadelphia, an African American. It explains his activism for equality for Blacks, 

including denial of participation in the military and baseball. His role in helping Blacks 

vote in the first elections following the Voting Act of 1870 and how that led to his 

murder are portrayed. This film connects to the unit because it shows ways Blacks were 

kept from voting even though they had the legal right and highlights Catto’s contribution 

to Philadelphia history. This film is for mature students.  

 

All images contained therein are public domain unless otherwise noted. 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=iKxFGz3ejwc
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Appendix 

This unit implements the following academic standards via reading, viewing 

biographical films, class discussions, learning songs, and participating in a mini-society. 

The mini-society allows students to create laws, vote on a town charter, imagine a 

fictional character with a profession to research and embody, and make decisions that 

promote citizenship and community building.  

 

Standard - 5.1.3.A  Explain the purposes of rules, laws, and consequences. 

 

Standard - 5.2.3.B Identify the sources of conflict and disagreement and different ways 

conflict can be resolved. 

 

Standard - 5.2.3.D Describe how citizens participate in school and community activities. 

 

Standard - 5.3.3.A Identify the roles of the three branches of government. 

 

Standard - 5.3.3.B Identify how laws are made in the local community. 

 

Standard - 5.3.3.C Identify services performed by the local governments. 

 

Standard - 5.3.3.D Identify positions of authority at school and community. 

 

Standard - 5.3.3.E Explain the purpose for elections. 

 

Standard - 5.3.3.F Explain how an action may be just or unjust. 

 

Standard - 5.3.3.G Identify individual interests and explain ways to influence others. 

 

 

 

 

 

 


