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The Minnesota Department of Education (MDE) defines distance learning as “students have access to 
appropriate educational materials and receive daily interactions with their licensed teachers.” Supporting social 
studies learning in the period where students are working from home provides some challenges and 
opportunities. This document builds on the delivery systems outlined in the MDE Guidance on Distance 
Learning and applies them to distance learning in social studies.  

What is at Issue? 

As schools close as part of public health measures to limit the spread of COVID-19, educators are faced with how 
to support the diverse needs of all learners when students are not in school.  

Things to consider 

• The physical and emotional well-being of students, educators, families, and communities are the priority 
at this time. Health and healing during this crisis should be prioritized while supporting meaningful, 
purposeful learning. Take into account students’ access to technology, diverse affective/emotional 
responses to home lives and the pandemic, responsibilities as part of their homes and communities, 
access to safe and supportive learning spaces, and access to peers and/or adults to support learning and 
sense-making. Exercise sensitivity when referencing the current pandemic as a possible topic to 
investigate. 

• Equity of learning opportunities for all students must be a priority. This includes providing the support 
that individual students need to accomplish the standards. In addition to differentiated instruction, 
consider the delivery and communication means for students without availability of the internet and 
adult support. This may necessitate paper or mail delivery, individual phone calls, and study buddies.  

• Focus on what is manageable - for you, the students, and their families: As you think about learning 
activities and learning progression, consider whether you need to follow your classroom scope and 
sequence. This could be an opportunity for fewer, longer projects that include integration across 
content areas. What standards and benchmarks do you still need to teach and assess this year? How and 
when is it appropriate to offer different options to students to demonstrate content mastery of 
standards? How will students participate in determining the assessment method that demonstrates 
content mastery of the standards? Provide students with choices for how they engage, what they 
investigate, or how they demonstrate learning. 

• Revise to leverage the assets of home-based learning, rather than trying to recreate school: How can 
existing lessons, units, and assessments (formative and summative) be modified for distance learning? 

https://education.mn.gov/mdeprod/idcplg?IdcService=GET_FILE&dDocName=MDE032084&RevisionSelectionMethod=latestReleased&Rendition=primary
https://education.mn.gov/mdeprod/idcplg?IdcService=GET_FILE&dDocName=MDE032084&RevisionSelectionMethod=latestReleased&Rendition=primary


• Encourage students to engage in activities that already happen in their homes with materials that 
families already have. Invite family members to be a partner in students’ learning. Consider how to give 
students agency to pursue social studies learning that is relevant to them. 

• Take advantage of the assets of home-based learning, rather trying to recreate school. Allow for 
observational and data collection of occurrences at home, and that comes from the news and other 
sources. Have students develop questions, investigations, and evidence-based explanations.  

• Keep it hands-on; bring in the culture and setting of the students. What learning experiences and 
assessments can you develop to get students away from screens or worksheets and learning in their 
environments? Help students make explicit connections to their interests and identities. Support 
students in self-reflection related to content and process. How might this unique experience of distance 
learning be a springboard for connecting to resources that enhance college, career, and civic life 
readiness?   

• Provide guidance for parents and family members who may assist the student in the learning. Consider 
the multiple home and homeless situations and the demands on families for caregiving, working from 
home, and shared resources.  

This chart, adapted from The Council of State Science Supervisors’ Supporting Students’ Science Learning During 
COVID-19 School Closures, could be helpful in designing learning activities. 

Learning experience should look more like... Learning experiences should look less like... 

Flexible goals and structures for learning 

• extended time for learning and reflection 
• use of commonly available materials 
• purposeful selection of learning targets  
• allowing students to explore their interests 
• meaningful, manageable tasks and projects 
• opportunities to learn without the use of 

devices or the internet 

An attempt to recreate school at home 

• assuming a strict “school day” schedule 
• requiring special materials (materials not 

commonly found at home) 
• pacing with the planned scope and sequence 
• assigning readings to stay “caught up” 
• packet of worksheets and busy-work  
• all learning experiences happen virtually 

Purposeful teacher-student interactions 

• optional opportunities to connect with 
teachers and peers virtually and at a variety 
of times 

• teachers providing coaching, feedback, and 
encouragement 

• encouraging students to engage in learning 
and reflection with their families and 
communities  

• encouraging self-reflection on what students 
learn and how they learn it  

Teacher-centered instruction 

• virtual lectures/classes that all students 
synchronously attend 

• teachers delivering information and 
assignments 

• teacher instruction and feedback as the 
primary mode of facilitating learning 



Learning experience should look more like... Learning experiences should look less like... 

Authentic social studies learning in the home setting 

• asking students to identify relevant problems 
in their lives and communities (local, state, 
national, international) and engage in critical 
thinking and participatory skills to problem-
solve and take informed action 

Assignments to “get through” content 

• emphasizing memorizing social studies 
content or “checking off” tasks on lists 

• trying to cover content through a volume of 
activities or skipping from topic to topic 

Essential Components to Include in Your Distance Learning  

Here are some additional items to focus on for distance learning in social studies: 

Inquiry based-instruction –  

• Grades K-2:  

o Color (pdf) 

• Grades 3-5: 

o Civics: Color (pdf) 
o Economics: Color (pdf) 
o Geography: Color (pdf) 
o History: Color (pdf) 

• Grades 6-8: 

o Civics: Color (pdf)  
o Economics: Color (pdf) 
o Geography: Color (pdf) 
o History: Color (pdf) 

• Grades 9-12: 

o Civics: Guide (pdf)  Video with Transcript 
o Economics: Guide(pdf) Video with Transcript 
o Geography: Guide(pdf)  Video with Transcript 
o History: Guide (pdf) Video with Transcript 

Disciplinary thinking –  

See posters: Elementary - Think Like A; Middle School - Think Like A; High School - Think Like A 

Primary and secondary sources should be a focus –  

See: Primary Source Analysis Worksheets (Elementary) 

Reading and Writing – 

http://www.mncsse.org/sites/default/files/instruction/inquiry/documents/inquiry_k-2_color.pdf
http://www.mncsse.org/sites/default/files/instruction/inquiry/documents/civics_elem_color.pdf
http://www.mncsse.org/sites/default/files/instruction/inquiry/documents/econ_elem_color.pdf
http://www.mncsse.org/sites/default/files/instruction/inquiry/documents/geog_elem_color.pdf
http://www.mncsse.org/sites/default/files/instruction/inquiry/documents/hist_elem_color.pdf
http://www.mncsse.org/sites/default/files/instruction/inquiry/documents/civics_sec_color.pdf
http://www.mncsse.org/sites/default/files/instruction/inquiry/documents/econ_sec_color.pdf
http://www.mncsse.org/sites/default/files/instruction/inquiry/documents/geog_sec_color.pdf
http://www.mncsse.org/sites/default/files/instruction/inquiry/documents/hist_sec_color.pdf
http://www.mncsse.org/sites/default/files/instruction/inquiry/documents/civics_video_guide.pdf
http://www.mncsse.org/video/civic-inquiry-video-transcript-english
http://www.mncsse.org/sites/default/files/instruction/inquiry/documents/econ_video_guide.pdf
http://www.mncsse.org/video/economic-reasoning-video-transcript-english
http://www.mncsse.org/sites/default/files/instruction/inquiry/documents/geog_video_guide.pdf
http://www.mncsse.org/video/geographic-inquiry-video-transcript-english
http://www.mncsse.org/sites/default/files/instruction/inquiry/documents/hist_video_guide.pdf
http://www.mncsse.org/video/historical-inquiry-video-transcript-english
https://iowacore.gov/content/elementary-think
https://iowacore.gov/content/middle-school-think
https://iowacore.gov/content/high-school-think
https://teachingcivics.org/lesson/primary-source-analysis-worksheets-elementary/


Younger students: use books to help them make connections to topics  

Older students: include opportunities for students to engage in argumentation by taking and defending a stance 
in either a written or verbal response, citing evidence. 

Resources 

Some Social Studies resources to check out:  

• This collection of searchable curricular resources sorted by grade band and content strand can be used 
to support the creation of asynchronous learning experiences for your students. 

• Doing Social Studies Video Series - This video series supports implementation of the Minnesota K-12 
Academic Standards for Social Studies. 

o The K-5 videos provide benchmark-by-benchmark explanations along with suggested instructional 
strategies for educators and activities for students.  

o The 6-12 videos offer effective social studies instructional strategies. 

The following statewide organizations promote excellence in social studies education, and support educators 
with standards implementation, resources, and opportunities for professional development: 

• Learning Law and Democracy Foundation (LLAD)  
• Minnesota Alliance for Geographic Education (MAGE)  
• Minnesota Council for History Education (MNCHE)  
• Minnesota Council for the Social Studies (MCSS)  
• Minnesota Council on Economic Education (MCEE) 
• Minnesota Historical Society (MNHS) 
• Minnesota Humanities Center (MHC) 

The Council of State Science Supervisors’ Guidance for Supporting Science Learning During COVID-19. This link 
also provides guidance for parents and students. 

Questions? Contact: mde.academic-standards@state.mn.us  

https://docs.google.com/document/d/1PBh_ZYV2F-nn80dDIvHOd65RvpArm-yzG7QFKOUcKZk/edit
https://education.mn.gov/mde/dse/stds/MDE086746
https://education.mn.gov/mdeprod/idcplg?IdcService=GET_FILE&dDocName=042018&RevisionSelectionMethod=latestReleased&Rendition=primary
https://education.mn.gov/mdeprod/idcplg?IdcService=GET_FILE&dDocName=042018&RevisionSelectionMethod=latestReleased&Rendition=primary
https://teachingcivics.org/
https://magemn.com/
https://mnche.wordpress.com/
http://www.mcss.org/
https://www.mcee.umn.edu/
http://www.mnhs.org/http:/www.mnhs.org/
https://mnhum.org/k12/professional-development-educators/increase-engagement-through-absent-narratives/
http://stemteachingtools.org/news/2020/guidance-for-supporting-science-learning-during-covid-19
mailto:mde.academic-standards@state.mn.us
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