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Middle School Review 

Using the C3 Framework in Middle School  

by Amy  Vigil 

Amy Vigil currently teaches 8th grade U.S. History at Roosevelt IB Middle 

School in the San Diego Unified School District and is a social studies meth-

ods instructor at San Diego State University. She recently completed her 13th 

year of teaching and was the recipient of the school site Teacher of the Year 

award in the 2014-2015 academic year. Amy is also a member of the Califor-

nia Geographic Alliance and a CGEP (California Global Education Project) 

advisory board member at San Diego State University. Amy received her 

B.A. and M.A. from San Diego State University. 

As a K-12 public educator working in mid-

dle school, I feel obligated to keep up with the 

times and offer a curriculum that is current, en-

gaging, and inclusive. This becomes an inherent 

challenge when students show up to what they 

believe is “History” class, where everything 

they will learn is old, outdated, and boring. Like 

many other social studies educators, I still walk 

into class on the first day trying to debunk the 

myths my students may have that we will be 

reading out of a textbook, taking notes, and pre-

paring for a test at the end of each chapter. For 

me, this starts by framing the question for my 

instruction like this, “How do I prepare students 

to be active participants in society on a local, 

national, and/or global level?” I think the an-

swer is to use examples, primary resources, ge-

ography, and ideas throughout history to relate 

to the present-day issues that students care about 

or want to know more about. Although there are 

several frameworks and standards, that guide 

social studies teaching, The C3 (College, Ca-

reer, and Civic Life) Framework is the guide 

that I use to hold myself accountable to provid-

ing a curriculum that is relevant to students. The 

C3 Framework offers a meaningful and ap-

proachable way to motivate students to take 

ownership of their learning and simultaneously 

apply skills that will prepare them, for college, 

career, and civic life beyond the classroom.  

If you have not yet read the C3 Framework, 

here is a “Reader’s Digest” version of the new 

document: There are two main parts that are or-

ganized around inquiry. The first part explains 

the rationale of the Framework and demon-

strates how asking questions helps to develop 

inquiry. The second part creates four dimensions 

to help teachers provide a rich curriculum based 

on inquiry. These are the four dimensions: 1) 

Developing questions and planning inquiries, 

2) Applying disciplinary concepts and tools, 

3) Evaluating sources and using evidence, 

and 4) Communicating conclusions and tak-

ing informed actions.  
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I suggest reading the Framework in its en-

tirety (a little at a time might help with digesting 

major concepts), but from my perspective, it is 

clear that providing an inquiry-based approach 

in social studies curriculum is the most viable 

way to prepare our students for the future. While 

this seems like a reasonable and impactful con-

sideration to setting up a class, it requires a lot 

of work if you are shifting your curriculum from 

the traditional sense. Here are some of the ques-

tions that come to mind as I have begun chang-

ing my approach to an inquiry-based strategy:  

 

 How do I implement this in my classroom?  

 How does this look to someone observing?  

 How do I know if I am doing it right?  

 How do I know my students are actually 

learning?  

 How do I assess my students using the 

benchmarks provided in the document?  

 

If these are the same questions you asked 

then you are beginning the first steps toward cre-

ating an inquiry-based curriculum that is sup-

ported by the C3 Framework.  

Here is the consistent approach to the ques-

tions around an inquiry-based curriculum (and 

pretty much everything else); start small, pro-

vide practice, make students think, and take 

chances. Coincidentally, the four dimensions of 

the C3 Framework match up well with my four 

approaches if you are looking for a place to start 

implementing these concepts and strategies in 

your classroom. The first dimension involves 

developing questions and planning inquiries—

and this is the place to start small. Challenge 

yourself to ask your students open-ended ques-

tions (orally or on assignments) that require a 

thoughtful response, rather than questions that 

have one answer. Middle school is the time to 

shy away from who, where, and when questions 

and ask the what, why, and how questions. An 

example of this that comes directly from the C3 

Framework states, “Was the American Revolu-

tion revolutionary?” In my classroom, I would 

add “Explain.” to the end of the question to 

avoid the obvious one-word answers most stu-

dents will want to give. It is important to ask 

students to explain, describe, provide examples, 

etc. so that they are encouraged to think and not 

simply answer questions for the sake of com-

pleting their assignment. In addition to the ques-

tion-asking by the teacher, students also need to 

practice asking questions and hearing other stu-

dents’ answers to their questions. To this end, 

the teacher may employ multiple strategies to 

get students out of their seats to talk and share 

ideas, but it is up to the teacher to facilitate a 

classroom encouraging students to write, talk, 

and share with others.  

One of the ways I get students developing 

questions and planning inquiries is by starting 

the year with peer interviews. This is unrelated 

to the historical content of the class, yet is a 

great start to practice the habit of writing, talk-

ing, and sharing with their peers. I randomly pair 

students together and provide a range of ques-

tions from, “What is your favorite color?” to 

questions that require more thought like, “There 

are two different types of people in this world, 

who are they?” After students interview each 

other from the list of questions that I have creat-

ed, they are required to write two to three of 

their own questions they choose to ask their 

partner and have a discussion based on what 

they have learned from each other. In the first 

weeks of school, this allows me to assess my 

students’ ability to write questions and converse 

with peers in a low-risk way. In addition, when 

students finish their interviews they are required 

to write their partner a note/letter that acknowl-

edges what they believe their partner is good at, 

what they both have in common, and words of 

encouragement for making it through the year. It 
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is a great informal assessment tool that helps me 

understand my student’s writing, question-

asking, and speaking abilities while also creat-

ing a classroom environment where students 

feel comfortable being vulnerable and partici-

pating in positive encouragement for their peers. 

Also, as students practice writing, question-

asking, and speaking tasks, the exercises be-

come more manageable for them to do when it 

is content driven. 

Since the content of our curriculum is social 

studies, it is important to refer to Dimension 2 in 

the C3 Framework to be reminded that social 

studies is not just history. According to the doc-

ument, the disciplinary tools and concepts in-

clude civics, economics, geography, and history. 

This dimension opens up the opportunity for 

students to have diverse exposure to current so-

cial and political situations that are relevant and 

meaningful to them. For example, an inquiry-

based unit on the fairness of the justice system 

exposes students to the Constitution, historical 

and current Supreme Court cases, democratic 

principles, and much more (like geography, 

which is not obvious, but adds value in the con-

text of regional differences in the United States). 

In order to create an inquiry-based unit on such 

a broad topic, the best strategy I have found that 

supports this is using the Socratic Seminar 

method. This approach requires students to con-

duct initial research using a variety of sources to 

research. Students are then more likely to be 

engaged and willing to work on additional activ-

ities. In this unit, students look at maps, pic-

tures, listen to podcasts, watch films, and read 

primary and secondary texts that address both 

historical and current topics. 

By the end of the unit, students participate 

in a Socratic Seminar to discuss whether the 

United States judiciary system is actually fair, 

based on their knowledge of the Constitution 

and their exposure to multiple past and present-

day resources and their practice of asking ques-

tions, and participating in a live discussion. This 

is one of those traditionally weak units as I be-

gan my teaching career, but improved as I tried 

new strategies and experienced what worked 

and did not work in each class. One of the most 

evolved components in this unit, over the years, 

has been the types of sources that students use 

to do research, which directly relates to dimen-

sion three in the C3 Framework. 

Students interviewing each other using questions they 

created. 

Students participating in a Socratic Seminar. The inside 

circle discusses while the outside circle evaluates their 

partner in the circle. 
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As the C3 Framework states, “Dimension 3 

includes the skills students need to analyze in-

formation and come to conclusions in an in-

quiry.” Simply stated, the sources that you 

choose for your students (and the sources they 

choose for themselves) matter. I realize this 

sounds like a tagline, but the content students 

evaluate should provide multiple perspectives 

and give students the opportunity to think, make 

connections, and reevaluate evidence based on 

new information. This is made possible by ei-

ther providing or requiring the evaluation of 

multiple perspectives from the past and present. 

Our classrooms are filled with very diverse pop-

ulations and all students want to see themselves 

in the history they study. Some of the resources 

I use for my 8th grade U.S. History and Geogra-

phy course are the Stanford History Education 

Group (SHEG), Gilder Lehrman Institute of 

American History, Library of Congress, Bill of 

Rights Institute, National Geographic Educa-

tion, and Newsela. These sources and many oth-

ers (like podcasts) are a reliable place to find 

content that is diverse and thought provoking 

for student study and activities. Student use of 

educational resources to practice writing and 

speaking content-related questions, in a discus-

sion forum, also helps prepare students to work 

toward dimension four, which is communicating 

conclusions and taking informed actions.  

Dimension four is the part of the C3 

Framework that pushes me to take chances in 

my teaching and be creative. Using the Socratic 

Seminar method has been the most successful 

way I have attempted to address this dimension 

because it inherently requires students to use 

evidence-based research to discuss their conclu-

sions, participate in a discussion, and hold each 

other accountable. If you are not using Socratic 

Seminar in your class I recommend attending a 

professional development and/or finding a trust-

ed colleague who is successful at using this 

strategy in their class and can offer you support. 

I started by asking an English teacher to share 

her great work and edited templates and practic-

es to fit what worked in my class. Also, to ad-

dress the part in dimension four where you take 

action, it’s ideal if teachers can create authentic 

experiences for their students such as presenting 

to your Parent Teacher Student Association 

(PTSA), the school board, city council, etc. 

However, the reality is that most teachers may 

not be able to create an authentic experience for 

their students. In this case, it is a great idea to 

create mock scenarios that allow students to fa-

cilitate the skills it would require in an authentic 

situation. I often create “Congressional Commit-

tees’ in my classroom where groups of students 

must solve issues of legislation that they must 

present to the entire Congress (which is the rest 

of the class). In any case, dimension four (as 

well as the others) requires students to practice 

skills and defend claims in real-world situations 

that are more impactful than taking an end of 

unit test.  

Each of the four dimensions of the C3 

Framework are designed to help teachers create 

an inquiry-based approach to their curriculum. 

When you look even closer at the Framework 

than the snapshot I provided, you will find that 

there is so much information provided to sup-

port inquiry in the classroom. Students care as 

much about current issues being talked about 

and debated daily as they do themselves. The 

C3 Framework gives us teachers the opportunity 

to provide a curriculum that students want and 

need. So whether you choose to address one or 

all four of the dimensions provided for inquiry, 

consider starting small, providing practice for 

your students, making them think, and taking 

chances. At least you will be trying, which is 

exactly what we want our students to do.  

 

 

https://sheg.stanford.edu/
https://sheg.stanford.edu/
https://www.gilderlehrman.org/
https://www.gilderlehrman.org/
https://www.loc.gov/
https://billofrightsinstitute.org/educate/educator-resources/teaching-with-current-events/
https://billofrightsinstitute.org/educate/educator-resources/teaching-with-current-events/
https://www.nationalgeographic.org/education/
https://www.nationalgeographic.org/education/
https://newsela.com/
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This is an example of an English Learner using claim and evidence to determine which historian believed the Decla-

ration of Independence was written for selfish reasons and believed it was for ideological reasons. *This assignment 

was adapted from the Stanford History Education Group. 

This is an example of direction for a student quickwrite 

after students have engaged with the content in the Pre-

amble.  


