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 “Outlines” of History: Measured Spaces and Kinesthetics. 

What would happen if social studies student used spaces marked out on the floor and 

physical movement to learn social studies?  Would such a lesson conform with the Vision of 

Powerful Teaching and Learning in the Social Studies?1  Students get out of their chairs and 

away from their desks to perform events within a defined space elsewhere in the room or outside.  

An outline refers to a carefully measured space that matchers or maps the dimensions of a thing 

or place from the past, such as a ship or a land claim.  Kinesthetics are movements that involve 

the “big muscles” of the body.  The use of outlines and kinestheics can allow students engaged in 

concept development-to play with time and space, and to learn about human events.  In these 

lessons, fourth grade students help to create an outline and then use kinesthetics to acquire 

knowledge, skills, and values. 

Social studies educators practice powerful teaching when the lesson is active, 

challenging, integrative, meaningful, and value-based.2 Teachers who pursue the ideals of 

powerful teaching will want to experiment with outlines and kinesthetics.  Young students need 

an active environment; and movement engages their interests, helps them learn facts and 

concepts, and often improve memory.3   

Students can help with the careful measurement and marking of the outlines on the floor, 

either working in small groups (with masking tape, yard stick or tape measures, and a 

“blueprintt” to follow) or one-on-one with the teacher (while the rest of the class works on a 

written assignment, for example).  Then, the sorts of kinesthetic activities that occur within the 

measured space are limited only be the teacher’s imagination and the closing bell.   
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Setting Sail for Jamestown in 1606 

The content of the social studies provides many opportunities for lesson that use outlines 

as kinesthetic.  A lesson about the arrival of settlers to Jamestown, Virginia illustrates the social 

studies standards Global Connections and Civic Ideals and Practices.4 In 1606, a small group of 

Englishmen came to Jamestown on three small wooden ships.  There were 144 male passengers 

and crew; no women came to the colony in its first years.  With the use of masking tape on a 

hard floor, students and teachers can mark out the estimated deck dimensions of (one or more of) 

these ships: the Discovery (39 feet long and 11.5 feet its widest point), the Godspeed (52 feet 

long and 15 feet wide), and the Susan Constant (82 feet long and 25 feet wide).5  Then ask the 

students to speculate about how many passengers and what cargo might have been included on 

this voyage.  Have a list of cargo, supplies, passengers, and crew ready to distribute so students 

can compare it with their speculations.  The teacher can refer to a calendar to indicate the length 

of the voyage across the Atlantic, which was 128 days.  Point out that, were all the passenger and 

crew to go on deck on the Susan Constant for example maybe sixty people would have had to fit 

into the space.  These travelers had no way to take a break for the crowded conditions during the 

trip.  Guide student in a discussion about how passengers and crew may have spent their time. 

To get an idea of how early colonists lived aboard ship and how they passed their time, 

students should enter the space of the ship for an extended time, perhaps a whole class period.   

On the ship the students (can pretend to) take sightings with the astrolobe or sexton, 

check the direction of the ship’s compass, measure time with the hour glass, steer the ship, haul 

cargo out off the hold, raise the sails, turn the windlass, sleep, or play games on deck.  They can 

keep a journal of their experiences and discussions.  For example, at this point, student could 

examine how discussions on the cramped ship led to a system of social rules for lie in the early 
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settlements.6 What rules could people agree on without even knowing much about the condition 

s of the New World?  The actual rules could be assigned as reading. 

At the end of the exercise, simulate a storm by asking the students, who are sitting down 

within the “hull” of the “ship,” to rock back and forth in unison.  Warning: laughter may ensue.7 

Trading Furs in New France in 1750 

Outlines and kinesthetics can be used to help students learn about the fur trade in Canada 

and the United States. Standards Time, Continuity, and Change, People, Places and 

Environments, Science, Technology, and Society can all come into play.8 When the French came 

to New France they traveled in the rivers and Great Lakes in canoes.  The French used 15- and 

25- foot canoes for smaller lakes and rivers, and 36 foot canoes for crossing the Great Lakes.9 

Students can outline one of each.  The entire class should then help load the “cargo” –folded 

wool blankets, boxes, or barrels, (The French hauled furs out of North America and brought in 

trade goods such as guns, gun powder, lead shot, knives, fish hooks, traps, flints and steels, pipes 

and tobacco, blankets, cloth, beads, pans, kettles, and pots.)  Student can then climb into the 

canoes and “paddle” them. 

Canoes are used today mainly for recreation.  Student could examine how the use and 

size of canoes have change over time.  The can tape the outline of a contemporary standard-sized 

canoe (average length is 16 feet) on the floor so they can compare and contrast it with the fur 

trader’s canoes (of up to 26 feet).  Student could create a chart that compared the size, materials, 

purpose, cost, number of passengers, and amount and kind of cargo carried in a Northeastern pre 

Columbian canoe, a fur trader’s canoe, and a modern three-person canoe.  Student can learn 

about the fur trade routes and portage used by the French traders and explorers.10 
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Building a Log Cabin in 1816 

Mapping the log cabin where Abraham Lincoln grew up may also promote the standards 

Culture Time, Continuity, and Change and Power, Authority, and Governance.11 The activity 

should begin with a discussion of what students already know about Abraham Lincoln’s early 

life.  They can speculate about the dimensions and contents of the log cabin in which Lincoln 

grew up before outlining “Lincoln’s log home” with masking tape on the floor.  The cabin was 

only 20 feet by 18 feet.12 A fireplace and furnishings, such as a bedstead and trundle, corner 

cabinet, dresser, table, spinning wheel, may be shown with paper or poster board.  Groups of 

four students should then “move into” the home.  In the cabin the students can pretend to spin, 

cook by the fire, work at the table, and climb up the wall pegs to bed.  Those who do not go to 

the upper floor to sleep more the trundle bed out, and replace it the next day.  Students can 

discuss how the issues of power, authority, and governance might be reflected in family life and 

interpersonal relations in a small cabin.  On a cold winter day, with the whole family inside, how 

would people share the space and spend their time?  Students should remember that the only 

light in the cabin would come from window, candles, and the fireplace.  They can be encouraged 

to record their ideas about the experience by writing or drawing, and to compare their 

contemporary life experience with life in 1816. 

Homesteading in 1830 

The Land Ordinance of 1785 and the Ordinance of 1787 lend itself to kinesthetic 

movement and the inclusion of Standards Time, Continuity, and Change, and Production, 

Distribution, and Consumption.13  Conforming to this code, surveyors marked and divided the 

township of the Old Northwest Territory into one mile grid squares, numbered form 1 to 36.  The 

sale of the land from section 16 was always to be use for public schools.14 
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The teacher can make a walk-on floor map with heavy sheet plastic, sold by the roll from 

the local hardware store.  Cut out a 36 –square –foot sheet from the larger roll with scissors, 

draw a 6 X 6 –foot grid in permanent black marker (using a string to keep the lines running 

straight), and place natural and man-made resources on the map with permanent colored 

markers.  The resources shown on the walk-on map could include a forest, sand, cave, clay, 

limestone, salt spring, fresh water spring, river or creek, dirt road, coal seam, and apple grove.15 

Survey marks can indicate space reserved for a canal or a railroad.16  Trees or grassland can 

cover the remaining land.  A swamp could provide a challenge and an opportunity; malaria-

carrying mosquitoes breed there, but draining the wet land reveals deep, rich soil. 

The teacher should provide a brief historical introduction to Land Ordinance of 1785 and 

ordinance of 1787, review how to read the floor map (including its symbols and scale of 1 foot = 

1 mile), and explain the concepts of an ordinance and a survey.  Students should learn about the 

original geologic survey and speculate about what effect the survey had on the settlement of the 

land.17 Students can use the symbols on the map to determine the natural resource available and 

then speculate about possible uses for them.  They then must decide which resource are most 

import economically, and finally make their selection of land by stepping onto the map.  While 

standing on the township map, students can answer: What natural resource can you turn into 

goods?  What good can you trade? 

  Whose land do you cross to get to school?  How far do you walk to school>?  Where 

might town start?  What happens if several people want the same land?  How do they determine 

who got there first?  How can they resolve the dispute?  Should there be a courthouse or a 

commons established, or should settler just fight? 
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Student can study land grant documents, and then write a description of their claim to file 

in the land office.18 The new homesteaders (students) can write description of the land to friends 

and relative back in their “home country,” letters encouraging people to come to the new land to 

settle, for example. 

During a lesson debriefing, the teacher can ask students to evaluate why they chose their 

land claims.  The students should explain what quality make a piece of land desirable or not and 

discuss what happened when two people wanted the same land.  The student can consider how 

access to new trade routes might affect the value of the land selected and predict where and why 

town might grow.  Students can discuss the willingness of people to accept the benefits and risks 

of allowing a road or canal on their land.  For example, what was the value of the canals once 

railroads were built?  If potential value of land appreciated according to what neighbors do on 

their land, do the “homesteaders” begin to see that their interests are tied directly to the interests 

of their neighbors? 

Students can learn how the grid pattern on the land set up the community and state as 

they exist today.  They might also see the need to for rules and law as people encounter limited 

resource.  Details of modern life from insurance to taxes stem from the abstracts, land titles, and 

survey of the township, and township trustees still influence county government.  Students could 

draw a Venn diagram illustrating factors that influence an individual’s decision to settle in a 

place in the 1800s and in contemporary times. 

“Moving” Experiences 

By creating a special space and then moving within it, students may link their 

imagination to another time and place.  Students can use their prior knowledge and imagination 

in these simulations by role playing different people; they can apply the content they have 
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learned about an ear from other source such as primary historical document or textbooks and 

bring them to lie in the classroom.  They can also reflect on their action afterward in a writing 

assignment or discussion.   

A teacher could end any of these lessons by reading as statement to the student about how 

difficult it is (and it may be impossible) to really know what it felt like to be another person at 

another point in history – for example, what a young man in the lower deck of a wooden ship 

really felt and thought as he travel over the ocean in 1606 to a strange land.19  Nevertheless, it is 

useful to have such a lesson so that we learn something of how our nation was built – not by 

superheroes, by human beings.  We might also come to understand that life, in any era, confronts 

people with measured limitations, also with interesting and unbounded possibilities. 

In our modern society of over-stimulated senses, the absence of stimulation from 

electronic media creates a different learning environment for students, one that might make them 

pause to wonder about the experience of people that live before cars, television, and computer 

games.  Using outline and kinesthitcs to examine another time and place seems to be a method of 

teaching social studies that students find meaningful and enduring.    
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