
C3 TEACHERS  

                         

T H I S  W O R K  I S  L I C E N S E D  U N D E R  A  C R E A T I V E  C O M M O N S  A T T R I B U T I O N - N O N C O M M E R C I A L - S H A R E A L I K E  4 . 0  
I N T E R N A T I O N A L  L I C E N S E .                  1  

Elementary-Level Community Action Inquiry 

How can I make a change 
in my community? 

 
	

	
Chuck Lafferty, photograph of a child helping to plant a community garden. https://pixnio.com/people/children-

kids/children-volunteers-helping-plant-a-pollinator-garden#  
 
 

Supporting Questions 
 
1.  What do we need to know about our issue of concern? 
2.  What could we do to address our issue? 
3.  What challenges could we face?  



C3 TEACHERS  

                         

T H I S  W O R K  I S  L I C E N S E D  U N D E R  A  C R E A T I V E  C O M M O N S  A T T R I B U T I O N - N O N C O M M E R C I A L - S H A R E A L I K E  4 . 0  
I N T E R N A T I O N A L  L I C E N S E .                  2  

Community Action Inquiry 
	

How can I make a change in my community? 

C3 Standard D2.Civ.10.3-5. Identify the beliefs, experiences, perspectives, and values that underlie their own and 
others’ points of view about civic issues. 

Staging the Compelling 
Question Brainstorm a list of local issues and decide on one that interests the class.  

	

Supporting Question 1 
Understand 

 Supporting Question 2 
Understand 

 Supporting Question 3 
Assess 

What do we need to know about our 
issue of concern? 

 What could we do to address our 
issue? 

 What challenges could we face? 

Formative Performance Task  Formative Performance Task  Formative Performance Task 

Make a T-chart of what you know 
about the issue and what you need to 
know. 

 Make a T-chart with a list of options 
on the right-hand side. 

  Complete the options T-chart by listing 
potential challenges for each option. 

Featured Sources  Featured Sources  Featured Sources 

Sources for this inquiry are all likely to 
be local and determined by students 
with help from their teachers—e.g., 
newspaper stories, public records, 
local laws, property maps, local 
officials. 
 
 

    
 

	

Taking 
Informed 
Action 

ACT Because this is an embedded inquiry, students are doing the Understand and Assess exercises as they 
complete the formative performance tasks. The Act task is accomplished when the students put their chosen 
option into effect.  
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Overview 

Inquiry Description 

This action-embedded inquiry leads students through an investigation of how they can make a difference in 
their community. By featuring an opportunity for students to think through the issues that surround them, the 
inquiry enables them to choose one to work on, to decide what kinds of action they could take, to assess the 
challenges that might face them, and then to take action.  

This this inquiry highlights the following additional standards:  

• D2.Civ.11.3-5. Compare procedures for making decisions in a variety of settings, including the community, 
school, government, and/or society. 

Note: This inquiry is expected to take three or four 50-minute class periods. The inquiry time frame could expand if 
teachers think their students need additional instructional experiences (e.g., supporting questions, formative 
performance tasks, featured sources, writing). Teachers are encouraged to adapt the inquiry to meet the needs and 
interests of their students. This inquiry lends itself to differentiation and modeling of historical thinking skills while 
assisting students in reading the variety of sources. 

Structure of the Inquiry  

In addressing the compelling question, students work their way through three supporting questions and the associated 
sources and formative tasks. As they do so, they are also working through the phases of the taking informed action 
sequence (i.e., understand, assess, act). Unlike many inquiries, the sources are all locally derived based on the issue 
students and their teachers choose. Teachers should expect to play a role in securing these sources, but the nature of 
the inquiry suggests that students can also participate in the kinds of sources that might best support the inquiry. The 
tasks, then, should help students build their content knowledge through the construction of two T-charts—one that asks 
them to brainstorm what they know and need to know about the issue and the second that asks them to identify the 
options for action available to them and the challenges they may face. Given the embedded-orientation of the inquiry, 
students implement the action they choose in lieu of constructing arguments. That said, teachers may want to have 
their students do a post-action reflection in order to see what effect the experience has had on them.  

	

	

Staging the Compelling Question 

In staging the compelling question, students and their teachers brainstorm a list of problems or issues that they see 
evident within their communities. With that list in hand, students then choose one that interests them and seems 
amenable to an action they could take to address that issue.  
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Supporting Question 1  

The first supporting question—“What do we need to know about our issue?”—gives students an opportunity to chart 
what they already know about the issue and what they need to know in order to address it fully. It is often the case that 
students have a range of ideas about a topic, but those ideas may be more or less accurate. In order to take informed 
action, students need the best information available. As a result, having students generate a list a list of things they do 
not know (and then investigating those things through the sources), the information students use to make their 
subsequent decisions should be more soundly base. Note: This question and the subsequent formative task constitute 
the Understand phase of the taking informed action sequence. 

The formative task is to make a T-chart on which students list the things they know and want to know about the issue 
they have chosen. Teachers may implement this task by staging a two-part activity. In the first part, they might have a 
whole class brainstorm to chart the ideas that students think they already know about the issue at hand. For the second 
part, teachers may decide to continue the whole class discussion and chart the questions for which students feel they 
need answers. Alternatively, they may divide the class into small groups and give the question-generating task to the 
groups. Teachers might have students complete the T-chart task individually, but it may be more useful to create a class 
chart that can remain visible throughout the inquiry. 

As noted on the blueprint, the choice of sources will necessarily depend on the issue selected by the class. The nature of 
those sources may vary considerably—everything from newspaper stories, media reports, public records, local laws, and 
property maps. Teachers and students may also want to invite local officials and community members to class to discuss 
the issue and the kinds of action the students might be able to take.  

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	



 C3 TEACHERS  

                         

 
5	

Supporting Question 2  

The second supporting question—“What could we do to address our issue?”—serves as a second opportunity for 
students to building their understanding of the issue as they work toward choosing and then implementing an effective 
action. The idea is for students to generate a list of possible actions that they could undertake to address the defined 
issue.  

The formative task is to complete the right-hand side of a T-chart on which they catalog the range of actions that they 
might take. Similar to the suggestions around the first supporting question, teachers may implement this task by 
pursuing the development of a list of possible actions through a whole class or small group brainstorming activity. 
Teachers might also decide to have students develop individual lists of actions first and then draw on those lists through 
the whole class or small group session. Regardless of the approach, it may make sense to create a whole class list that 
can be displayed for all to see.  

The sources selected for the first supporting question may be equally useful here, but it is also possible that the activity 
may generate a need to seek out additional sources of information. 	
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Supporting Question 3  

The third supporting question—“What challenges could we face?”—is a key component of ensuring that the inquiry is a 
success. As the notion of taking informed action implies, teachers do their students no service in sending them out to 
take action with a less than full understanding what might happen. The Assess phase of the taking informed action 
sequence, then, asks students to evaluate an aspect of the situation to which they are responding. In this case, the idea 
is that students need to ask themselves what challenges they might face given each of the action options they have 
identified.  

The formative task is to complete the left-hand side of the T-chart they started by identifying potential hurdles each 
action option might present. Teachers may implement this task with the kinds of individual, small group, and whole 
groups options for creating the in-class activities described above.  

As noted just above, the task associated with this supporting question may generate a need for additional sources in 
order to fully explore the kinds of problems or challenges each of the action options may present.  
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Summative Performance Task 

At this point in the inquiry, students have examined a local issue of interest to the students. Students often feel 
powerless to make a difference around them; this inquiry offers them the opportunity to actively address that that 
feeling. The embedded-action nature of this inquiry means that students are working through the taking informed action 
phases at the same time that they are building the knowledge base necessary for an effective action.  

As noted above, the action-orientation of this inquiry means that the argument and extension phases of a typical inquiry 
can be replaced by the students implementing their chosen action. Successful implementation of the students’ chosen 
action can define the end of the inquiry, but teachers might want to add an element where students either individually, 
in small groups, or as a whole class reflect on the entire experience and what that experience means as a response to 
the compelling question.  

 
	


