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Focusing Themes on the GED® Social Studies Test 

 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

  Social Studies Example Topics 

Civics & Gov’t 

(50%) 

US History 

(20%) 

Economics 

(15%) 

Geography & 
World 

(15%) 

F
o
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u
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g
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e
m

e
s
 

Development 
of Modern 
Liberties and 
Democracy 

• Types of 

modern and 

historical 

governments 

• Structure and 

design of U.S. 

government 

• Key historical 

documents 

• Civil War and 

Reconstruction 

• Key economic 

events that 

shape 

American 

government 

and policies 

• Development 

of classical 

civilizations 

Dynamic 
Responses 
in Societal 
Systems 

• Political 

parties, 

campaigns, 

and elections 

• Contemporary 

public policy 

• World War I & 

II 

• Cold War 

• Fundamental 

economic 

concepts 

• Economic 

causes and 

impacts of 

war 

• Borders 

between 

peoples and 

nations 

• Human 

migration 
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Social Studies High Impact Indicators 

 
SSP.2.a Determine the central ideas or information of a primary or secondary 
source document, corroborating or challenging conclusions with evidence. 
 
SSP.2.b Describe people, places, environments, processes, and events, and the connections 
between and among them. 
 
SSP.3.c Analyze cause-and-effect relationships and multiple causation, including action by 
individuals, natural and societal processes, and the influence of ideas. 
 
SSP.5.c Analyze how a historical context shapes an author's point of view. 
 
SSP.8.a Compare treatments of the same social studies topic in various primary and 
secondary sources, noting discrepancies between and among the sources. 
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Analyzing Primary Sources: Observe, Reflect, Question 
 
Guide students with the sample questions as they respond to the primary source. Encourage them to 
go back and forth between the columns; there is no correct order. 
 

Observe Reflect Question 

Ask students to identify and 
note details. 

Encourage students to 
generate and test hypotheses 
about the source. 

Invite students to ask questions 
that lead to more observations 
and reflections. 
 

Sample Questions:  
 

 What do you notice first?  

 Find something small but 

interesting.  

 What do you notice that you 

didn’t expect?  

 What do you notice that you 

can’t explain?  

 What do you notice that you 

didn’t earlier? 

Sample Questions: 
 

 Where do you think this 

came from?  

 Why do you think 

somebody made this?  

 What do you think was 

happening when this was 

made?  

 Who do you think was the 

audience for this item?  

 What tool was used to 

create this?  

 Why do you think this item 

is so important?  

 If somebody made this 

today, what would be 

different?  

 What can you learn from 

examining this? 

Sample Questions: 
 

 What do you wonder about 

. . .  • who? • what? • when? 

• where? • why? • how? 

 What claims does the 

author make? 

 What evidence does the 

author use to support these 

claims? 

 

 
Further Investigation 
 
Help students to identify questions appropriate for further investigation, and to develop a research strategy 
for finding answers.  
 
Sample Question: What more do you want to know, and how can you find out?  
 
Sample Follow-Up Activity Ideas 
 
Beginning: Have students compare two related primary source items.  
 
Intermediate: Have students expand or alter textbook explanations of history based on primary sources they 
study. 
 
Advanced: Ask students to consider how a series of primary sources support or challenge information and 
understanding on a particular topic. Have students refine or revise conclusions based on their study of each 
subsequent primary source. 

From the Library of Congress 
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Primary Source Analysis Tool: Observe, Reflect, Question 
 

Use this tool to record your responses to a primary source. If you need guidance, use the sample 
questions. Feel free to go back and forth between the columns; there is no correct order. 

 

Observe  Reflect  Question 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

    

 

Further Investigation 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Library of Congress http://www.loc.gov/teachers/primary-source-analysis-tool/ 
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Sample Primary Sources  

Declaration of Independence 

In Congress, July 4, 1776. 

Excerpt 

The unanimous Declaration of the thirteen united States of America, When in the Course of 
human events, it becomes necessary for one people to dissolve the political bands which have 
connected them with another, and to assume among the powers of the earth, the separate and equal 
station to which the Laws of Nature and of Nature's God entitle them, a decent respect to the opinions 
of mankind requires that they should declare the causes which impel them to the separation. 

We hold these truths to be self-evident, that all men are created equal, that they are endowed by their 
Creator with certain unalienable Rights, that among these are Life, Liberty and the pursuit of 
Happiness.--That to secure these rights, Governments are instituted among Men, deriving their just 
powers from the consent of the governed, --That whenever any Form of Government becomes 
destructive of these ends, it is the Right of the People to alter or to abolish it, and to institute new 
Government, laying its foundation on such principles and organizing its powers in such form, as to them 
shall seem most likely to effect their Safety and Happiness.  

 

The Federalist No. 51 

Publius (James Madison) 

February 6, 1788 

To the People of the State of New York: 

Excerpt 
 “It may be a reflection on human nature, that such devices [checks and balances] should be necessary 
to control the abuses of government. But what is government itself, but the greatest of all reflections on 
human nature? If men were angels, no government would be necessary. If angels were to govern men, 
neither external nor internal controls on government would be necessary. In framing a government 
which is to be administered by men over men, the great difficulty lies in this: you must first enable the 
government to control the governed; and in the next place oblige it to control itself. A dependence on 
the people is, no doubt, the primary control on the government; but experience has taught mankind the 
necessity of auxiliary precautions.” 
 
“. . . [I]n the federal republic of the United States… all authority in it will be derived from and dependent 
on the society, the society itself will be broken into so many parts, interests, and classes of citizens, that 
the rights of individuals, or of the minority, will be in little danger from interested combinations of the 
majority.” All of the Constitution’s checks and balances, Madison concludes, serve to preserve liberty 
by ensuring justice. Madison explained, “Justice is the end of government. It is the end of civil society.” 
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Thematic Lesson 
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A, B, C Brainstorm – The Founding Fathers and the Beginnings                   
of the U.S.A. 

 
For each letter of the alphabet, write a word related to the founding of the country, the 
Founding Fathers, and the establishment of the Constitution 
 
A    

B 

C 

D 

E 

F 

G 

H 

I 

J 

K 

L 

M 

N 

O 

P 

Q 

R 

S 

T 

U 

V 

W 

X 

Y 

Z 
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Compare and Contrast – Working with Secondary Documents  
 
 
Use the Venn Diagram to compare and contrast the Articles of Confederation and U.S. Constitution. Be 
prepared to share your diagrams. After comparing the documents, discuss the ways in which the 
ratification of the Constitution improved the government. 

 
Difference between the Articles of Confederation and U.S. Constitution 

 
Two of the most prominent documents to manifest during the 
American Revolution were the Articles of Confederation and the 
Constitution. 
 
The Articles of Confederation were the first successful effort of 
organizing and mobilizing the original thirteen colonies of the 
United States. Prior to its inception, all American activities 
deemed subversive to the Crown of England were viewed in the 
same way that terrorism is deemed today. These rebel activities 
acted independently of a sovereign authority. As a result, the 

revolutionary forces in the United States couldn’t leverage or seek the assistance of other foreign 
governments, leaving them tactically and diplomatically weak against its British foe. 

The Continental Congress, in need of domestic unity and foreign assistance, pushed for the ratification 
of these documents in 1776. It wasn’t until 1781 that the group was able to finalize the document, which 
acted as one-third of the United States’ founding documents (also including the Declaration of 
Independence and the Model Treaty). The Articles of Confederation gave the original colonial powers 
some added leverage in handling diplomatic affairs, including negotiating land deals with foreign 
governments. 

Following the American Revolution, the Articles of Confederation reemerged as a topic of intense 
conversation. American nationalists, recently emboldened by their victory over the English crown, 
claimed that the Articles of Confederation did not provide an adequate central authority for purposes of 
governance. There was no established executive power. There was no judicial branch, so disputes 
couldn’t be adequately arbitrated. International treaties were adopted with the Articles of Confederation, 
but individual states were able to violate these treaties at will, putting the United States in a bad place 
diplomatically in the late 18th century. Most importantly, there was no taxing authority, 
so money couldn’t be collected to pay off the American war expenses and debt. The Continental 
Congress was able to print money, but the money was rendered worthless. The term “not worth a 
Continental” became widespread during this era. 
 
There were key differences between the two documents in the how they both codified the law. The 
Articles of Confederation established a unicameral legislature, as opposed to the eventual 
bicameral system created by the Constitution. Voting power was delegated to states based on 
committees (consisting of anywhere from two to seven people) and each state had one vote in the 
Articles of Confederation; the Constitution allowed for a single vote for each legislative representative 
(for each state, two Senators and a number of House representatives based on census population). 
Furthermore, the Constitution created the Executive Branch of government, establishing a figurehead 
department of the government that was still held accountable to public scrutiny. In the grand scheme of 
things, the Constitution did more to centralize authority in a single political entity, rather than rely on the 
laxer union created by the Articles of Confederation. 
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The American Constitution was adopted in 1789, replacing the Articles of Confederation permanently. 
This document laid out a much more expansive system of governance, creating the checks and 
balances between the three branches of government. It also enumerated the relationship of the Federal 
Government and the states. Most importantly, it established the Bill of Rights, the first ten amendments 
of the Constitution which laid out the foundation for the civil liberties we enjoy as American citizens. The 
Constitution was a unique document for its time. It inspired many other countries to follow in a 
similar fashion for the development of their own democratically based reformations. 

However, despite its originality, the Constitution was not perfect. Intentionally vague from its inception, 
the Constitution did not address several prominent issues, such as the institution of slavery. Since its 
inception, the Constitution has been amended several times. Even then, new additions to the 
Constitution – such as the 18th Amendment which outlawed the sale of alcohol and started the 
Prohibition – were subject to repeal. Now, the document possesses 27 amendments and 7 articles. 
Despite this seemingly large document, the U.S. Constitution is one of the shortest constitutions in 
existence to date. 
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Break it Down – Preamble to the U. S. Constitution 

 
1. Underline each phrase in the Preamble and determine what it means. Share your ideas with your 

group. 
 
 
We the People of the United States, in Order to form a more perfect Union, establish Justice, insure 

domestic Tranquility, provide for the common defense, promote the general Welfare, and secure the 

Blessings of Liberty to ourselves and our Posterity, do ordain and establish this Constitution for the 

United States of America. 

 

2. What does the Preamble have to do with protecting your rights and the common good? 
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The Bill of Rights 

 
Amendment I 
Congress shall make no law respecting an establishment of religion, or prohibiting the free exercise 
thereof; or abridging the freedom of speech, or of the press; or the right of the people peaceably to 
assemble, and to petition the Government for a redress of grievances. 
 
Amendment II 
A well regulated Militia, being necessary to the security of a free State, the right of the people to keep 
and bear Arms, shall not be infringed. 
 
Amendment III 
No Soldier shall, in time of peace be quartered in any house, without the consent of the Owner, nor in 
time of war, but in a manner to be prescribed by law. 
 
Amendment IV 

The right of the people to be secure in their persons, houses, papers, and effects, against 
unreasonable searches and seizures, shall not be violated, and no Warrants shall issue, but upon 
probable cause, supported by Oath or affirmation, and particularly describing the place to be searched, 
and the persons or things to be seized. 
 
Amendment V 

No person shall be held to answer for a capital, or otherwise infamous crime, unless on a presentment 
or indictment of a Grand Jury, except in cases arising in the land or naval forces, or in the Militia, when 
in actual service in time of War or public danger; nor shall any person be subject for the same offence 
to be twice put in jeopardy of life or limb; nor shall be compelled in any criminal case to be a witness 
against himself, nor be deprived of life, liberty, or property, without due process of law; nor shall private 
property be taken for public use, without just compensation. 
 
Amendment VI 
In all criminal prosecutions, the accused shall enjoy the right to a speedy and public trial, by an 
impartial jury of the State and district wherein the crime shall have been committed, which district shall 
have been previously ascertained by law, and to be informed of the nature and cause of the accusation; 
to be confronted with the witnesses against him; to have compulsory process for obtaining witnesses in 
his favor, and to have the Assistance of Counsel for his defence. 
 
Amendment VII 
In Suits at common law, where the value in controversy shall exceed twenty dollars, the right of trial by 
jury shall be preserved, and no fact tried by a jury, shall be otherwise re-examined in any Court of the 
United States, than according to the rules of the common law. 
 
Amendment VIII 
Excessive bail shall not be required, nor excessive fines imposed, nor cruel and unusual punishments 
inflicted. 
 
Amendment IX 

The enumeration in the Constitution, of certain rights, shall not be construed to deny or disparage 
others retained by the people. 
 
Amendment X 

The powers not delegated to the United States by the Constitution, nor prohibited by it to the States, 
are reserved to the States respectively, or to the people. 
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You Have the Rights – Now What Responsibilities Do You Have? 

 
Brainstorm a list of responsibilities that you have as a citizen.  
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A Nation Torn Apart – A Constitution Rewritten 
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The Evolution of Voting – A Timeline 
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Why, Oh Why? 

 
Compare the tax forms from 1913 and 2016. What do you see as the biggest differences? 
Similarities? 
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What Would You Cut? 
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Which Route Would You Take? 
 
Take a look at each of the routes for westward expansion. Which one would you choose if you 
were going to make the trek across the country? List the reasons for your selection. 
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A Land of Immigrants 
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Asking Questions of Photographs 
 

Prompts Answers 

 

What do I see? (What do I 

observe? What else?) 

 

 
What does it remind me of? 

(Another image? A personal 

experience?) 

 

What is the artist’s purpose?  

(To Analyze? Persuade? 

Express? Document? 

Entertain?) 

 

 
So what? (Why does it 

matter? What is the 

significance?) 
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What Does It Mean? 
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Additional Resources for 
the Classroom 
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Asking Questions of Photographs 
 

Prompts Answers 

 

What do I see? (What do I 

observe? What else?) 

 

 
What does it remind me of? 

(Another image? A personal 

experience?) 

 

What is the artist’s purpose?  

(To Analyze? Persuade? 

Express? Document? 

Entertain?) 

 

 
So what? (Why does it 

matter? What is the 

significance?) 
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Cartoon Analysis Worksheet 

 
Level 1 

Visuals Words 
1. List the objects or people you see in 
the cartoon. 

1. Identify the cartoon caption and/or title. 
 

 
2. Locate three words or phrases used by the 
cartoonist to identify objects or people within the 
cartoon. 

 

 
3. Record any important dates or numbers that 
appear in the cartoon. 

Level 2 

Visuals Words 
2. Which of the objects on your list are 
symbols? 

 

 
3. What do you think each symbol 
means? 

4. Which words or phrases in the cartoon appear to 
be the most significant? Why do you think so? 

 

 
5. List adjectives that describe the emotions 
portrayed in the cartoon. 

Level 3 

A. Describe the action taking place in the cartoon. 
 

 
B. Explain how the words in the cartoon clarify the symbols? 

 

 
C. Explain the message of the cartoon. 

 

 
D. What special interest groups would agree/disagree with the cartoon’s message? Why? 

 

The U.S. National Archives and Records Administration. 

https://www.archives.gov/files/education/lessons/worksheets/cartoon_analysis_worksheet_former.pdf 
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Making Inferences 

Reading Between the Lines 

Question: 

 

   What I know from the source material         What I know from my brain 
 
 

 
 

My Inference 

(be sure to use at least one “because”) 

 _ 
 _ 
 _ 
 _ 

 _ 
 _ 
 _ 
 _ 
 _ 
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Around the World with Different Currencies 
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A Graph is Worth a Thousand Words, or at Least 50… 
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Analyze a Cartoon 
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Analyze a Map 
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Social Studies Resources from the World Wide Web 
 

Annenberg Classroom – Resources for Excellent Civics Education 

http://www.annenbergclassroom.org  

 

Cartoons in the Classroom – part of Newspapers in the Classroom 
https://www.nieonline.com/aaec/cftc.cfm 

 

Center for Civic Education 

http://www.civiced.org/resources/curriculum/constitution-day-and-citizenship-day  

 

Constitution Facts (Games and Activities) 

https://www.constitutionfacts.com/?page=foundingFatherShort.cfm  

 

Daryl Cagle Cartoon Index http://www.cagle.com 
 

Detroit News. Part of the Newspapers in the Classroom project, this site provides online articles, 

worksheets, editorial cartoons, and lessons already developed. http://nieonline.com/detroit/ 
 

Digital History Reader (source texts, activities) 

http://www.dhr.history.vt.edu/modules/us/index.html 

 

iCivics (lessons, resources) 

https://www.icivics.org/curriculum/constitution  

 

National Archives (DocsTeach) Lesson plans and activities  

http://docsteach.org  

 

Library of Congress. Searchable database of primary source documents with references to CCSS 

and lesson ideas from lowest grade levels through high school. http://www.loc.gov/teachers/ 
 

National Atlas.Gov. This site provides free outline maps that can be printed for and used in 
the classroom. http://nationalatlas.gov/index.html 

 

National History Education Clearing House Political Cartoons 
http://teachinghistory.org/teaching-materials/teaching-guides/21733 

 

Newsela. This site provides an innovative way to guild reading comprehension with nonfiction text 

that’s always relevant. Each article is available in 4-5 different Lexile Levels with many of them 

providing a quiz that is aligned to a specific anchor standard. It is necessary to sign up for the free 

account to see the different level of articles. https://newsela.com/ 
 

Reading Like a Historian 

http://sheg.stanford.edu/rlh  
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Roy Rosenzweig Center for History and News Media 

http://chnm.gmu.edu/teaching-and-learning/  

 

SoftSchool (Interactive timeline – Westward Expansion) 

http://www.softschools.com/timelines/westward_expansion_timeline/238  

 

Teaching History (Primary source sets) 

http://teachinghistory.org/best-practices/using-primary-sources/24490 

 

Teaching American History (50 Core Documents) 

http://teachingamericanhistory.org/50docs/ 

 

The Dirksen Center’s Editorial Cartoon Collection (with lesson plans) 
http://www.dirksencenterprojects.org/cartoons/index.htm 

 

The Learning Network. Teaching and Learning with the New York Times. Articles and graphics for use 
in the classroom. https://www.nytimes.com/section/learning 

 

The Opper Project. An on-line collection of historic editorial cartoons. Covering more than 
one hundred years of American history, the cartoons are organized topically with associated 
lesson plans. http://hti.osu.edu/opper/index.cfm 

 

Tween Tribune. Daily news sites, including text, photos, graphics, and audio and/or video materials 
prepared by the Smithsonian about current events, history, art, culture, and science. 
http://tweentribune.com 

 

US History.org. This site provides access to numerous types of historic documents and nonfiction 

articles on U.S. history, ancient civilizations, and American Government. http://www.ushistory.org 

 

 

Stay in Touch! 

 
• GED Testing Service® – www.GEDtestingservice.com 

• Twitter at @GEDTesting® – https://twitter.com/gedtesting 

• GED® Facebook – https://www.facebook.com/GEDTesting 

• YouTube Channel – https://www.youtube.com/user/GEDTestingService 
 

• “Tuesdays for Teachers” archived webinars 

http://www.gedtestingservice.com/educators/exploring-the-2014-ged-test-webinar-archive 
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