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Vertical alignment in education means to start
students at a basic understanding of a large
concept and then build on it as they move up
through grade levels.

Take, for example, economics. In younger
grades, you could teach students about needs
vs. wants and how to distinguish them. In later
grades, you could build on this foundation by
teaching them about using jobs and trade to
fulfill needs and wants. Even later, you could
build further by analyzing how geography and
natural resources affect what people can pro-
duce and trade to fulfill their needs and wants.

Building a vertically aligned curriculum takes
time and planning. The College, Career, and
Civic Life (C3) Framework for Social Stud-
ies State Standards released by the National
Council for the Social Studies outlines methods
of structuring vertical alignment across grades.

It advises that you divide grades into “bands,”
forexample K-2, 3-5, 6-8, and 9-12. Each band
works with a core idea but deploys instruction
to build on concepts and skills across grade
levels. Each band revisits big ideas in ways that
help students recall and practice prior learn-
ing, then applies the concepts to new contexts,
then adds nuance, vocabulary, evidence,
and complexity.

Vertical alignment is very useful in social stud-
ies because many elementary topics — such
as rules, fairness, needs and wants, and com-
munity — are entry points to complex systems
such as law, governance, markets, rights, and
civic participation.

For example, the C3 Framework shows how

students’ understanding about rules would
build from the K-2 band to the 3-5 band.

The learning expectations demonstrate a verti-
cal progression: from observing and explaining
how rules and laws work to analyzing how
human action can change rules and laws.

3-5: "Explain how rules and laws

change society and how people
change rules and laws.”

T

K-2: “Identify and explain how rules
function in public (classroom and
school) settings.”

Following is a K-5 vertically aligned curriculum
focused on rules, with a foundation, an expan-
sion, and an application.

Kindergarten-Grade 1 Band

Foundations: norms, rules, fairness

e Students distinguish rules from choices
and describe why communities create
rules (safety, fairness, order)

¢ Classroom work emphasizes cause and
effect: “What happens when we follow
rules? What happens when we don’t?”

* Students practice civic language: “fair,
safe, responsibility, consequence”

Grade 2-3 Band

Expansion: community governance
and change over time

* Students compare rules across settings
(classroom, playground, library, local
community)

* They begin to notice rules can change
and that people can influence rules
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(persuasion, voting, petitions, community
meetings) — a step toward considering
themselves as civic agents

Grade 4-5 Band
Application: colonies building
government and law

e Students use earlier ideas (purpose of
rules, fairness, participation) to analyze
why colonists created new governing
structures and how laws reflected
economic and political needs

* In Grade 5 U.S. History, rules and laws
become historically situated: students
see colonial charters, town meetings,
and emerging institutions as solutions
to real problems (order, taxation, trade,
conflict, representation)

* Students confront complexity: laws can
promote the common good for some
while simultaneously excluding others —
pushing beyond “rules are good” into
ethical and historical reasoning

Vertical alignment works because teachers in
later grades can assume that their students
have already grasped the function of rules from
their K-1 experience, and then their own civic
agency in the 2-3 band, and can thus grapple
with higher-level questions.

Vertical alignment is the foundation of the
Studies Weekly curriculum. Starting with a set
of enduring understandings dictated by state
standards, we map vocabulary and reasoning
demands by grade, planning what gets intro-
duced, reinforced, and deepened. Then we
develop intentional re-encounters, but with a
new context, a higher cognitive demand, and
greater complexity. We also raise performance
expectations. Finally, we provide many oppor-
tunities for the students to practice and apply
their growing knowledge.
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