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Systems Thinking in Social Studies and Drama 
 
Introduction 

 

Narrator: Meet Rosanna Nardi.  She's a grade four and five teacher.  Today 
she's joined by literacy coach, Claire Holland.  Claire will lead this 
lesson, which highlights how students can learn Financial Literacy 
concepts through social studies and drama.  Rosanna will assist.  
She'll also use this opportunity to observe, and assess.   

Claire Holland, Literacy Coach: So we kind of combed through to see where the big 
ideas were, and to see, based on what you had just done recently, 
what would be the best fit among everything that was there, in terms 
of the lesson.  And so I emailed the lesson to her to take a look at, 
and then we met to speak, and then we had about a month's time 
where it was one day a week where we were either emailing back 
and forth, or I would come into the classroom to do a little bit of pre-
teaching around some of the ideas.  So by the time we arrived at 
the place where we could have the grander lesson, there would be 
some background knowledge, familiarity with the structures that we 
were using.   

Rosanna Nardi, Grade Four and Five Teacher:  And it was good to watch, because 
Claire started with very simple things, just how to use the space for 
drama.  So that was the first lesson.  And I knew what it was leading 
up to, so in my social studies lessons, it was really about, what do 
you want to know about government?  What do you think is fair and 
unfair, or just answering their questions.  And you could pick out a 
lot of things that were connected to Claire's lesson, so I knew that 
they were headed in the right direction.  

Narrator: The drama curriculum expectations are similar for grades four and 
five.  For social studies, the grade five students will be able to make 
connections to a unit they're finishing on government and its 
responsibilities to citizens.  This lesson will be an introduction for the 
grade four students to life in Western European Medieval times, 
starting discussions of equity, injustice, and social structures.   

Rosanna Nardi: Coming out of the one, two, threes, they're going from my world, my 
community, to suddenly, the larger world.  And the fair and unfair on 
the playground, you have to start making connections to the wider 
world, and that's the biggest challenge with grade four and five.  
And I see it, my grade fives are a little more sophisticated, they can 
understand the abstract ideas, and the grade fours are just starting 
to get there.  They're not quite there yet.  And it's difficult, the 
concepts are difficult.  



Narrator: By helping students imagine another way of living, the students will 
think about systems in our economy, and in Medieval times, 
considering how the systems either prevented or allowed access. 

Claire Holland: Putting students in situations where they have to make choices 
really gets at the heart of what the Financial Literacy is.  Financial 
Literacy is about informing yourself about how a system works, and 
then intelligently making a choice within it.  And so I felt like great 
drama comes from the response to a problem, or solving a problem.  
And so putting students in a created environment where they have 
to make a choice, or a choice has been made for them and they 
have to react to or work within it, seemed to be a natural fit.   

Narrator: Claire will take the role as leader, while Rosanna supports her.  
You'll see them come in and out of role for the purposes of the 
lesson.  The students will play varying roles as they explore the 
concept of distribution of wealth.  The roles include a range of 
economic situations with the idea that everyone needs Financial 
Literacy.  

Catherine Inglis, Teaching Learning Coach: It's not just the kids who are going to be 
running the banks, but those who are using the banks day-to-day.   

Narrator: As a teaching learning coach, Catherine provides support to 
teachers with literacy across the curriculum.  That support includes 
working with educators as they're learning about teaching Financial 
Literacy skills.  

Catherine Inglis: So I think about money, obviously, money management, being able 
to navigate and understand how financial institutions, and also day-
to-day spending goes.  So I think someone who's financially literate 
understands how the world works, in terms of money.  

Narrator: A strong link to the local community and parent engagement helps 
students make more connections.  

Karam Aly, Parent: Make the child aware what's going on in the community around 
themselves, not just inside the school, because school is part of the 
community.  So it's fantastic.   

Narrator: So let's see Claire, Rosanna, and the students get into role in Minds 
On.  

 



Minds On 

 

Claire Holland:  So as you know, we are here today to talk a little bit about how it is 
that societies decide who has power and money, and who doesn't.  
Sometimes it feels really random, and sometimes the way that that's 
figured out is not fair.  So today as we're working through our 
activities, I want you to keep in mind, how is money being shared, or 
distributed?  What do people who have it do with it?  What kinds of 
privileges do people who have those tokens have that others don't?  
And what does society look like, or feel like, or sound like when 
wealth, or money, or justice is shared on three different levels?  So 
I'm going to leave the stage right now and come back in, and I’m 
going to come in as your leader, and you are going to pretend to be 
villagers who have a project that I'd like you to do.  Are you ready?   
 
You may be seated.  Members of our community, welcome.  It is 
nice to see you.  Today is the day where we assign the jobs for the 
village.  As you well know, our people have been without water for 
some time.  Well, some of our people, of course, we have our fair 
share here.  In saying that, there is a well on our grounds that needs 
to be dug and developed.  My assistant here will be handing out 
some tokens.  Those of you who received tokens today will come 
and relax with me in this shaded tree.  You may play games, maybe 
a game of cards.  You can chat amongst your friends.  And the 
others who do not receive tokens, I will hand out a shovel to so that 
you may begin your work.  As you know, those who do not receive 
tokens will also receive no other privileges, should they complain.  
Are you enjoying yourselves?   

Students: Yes.  

Claire Holland: Tell me, how are you enjoying this fine day? 

Student: It's really good.  

Claire Holland: Mm-hmm.  Ooh, can you pass me a grape from over there? 

Student: Okay.  

Claire Holland: Thanks, help yourselves.  You may talk amongst yourselves, or play 
if you'd like, they day is yours to enjoy.   

Narrator: The token in this example is gum.  The students will be reminded of 
who has privilege in the scenes by seeing the students who are 



chewing gum.  It's also an item students have a connection to, and 
that usually, it's not something they're allowed to have in school.  

Claire Holland: We're going to pretend that those tokens that we gave to you are 
like money.  In the real world, the way we were giving tokens is kind 
of like the real way that some people get money, and others don't.   

(Triangle chimes.)   

Narrator: The leader now calls a community meeting, and more levels in this 
society are created.   

Claire Holland: It is now time to reward some more tokens to those among you.  
Could I have those who already possess tokens, please rise.  My 
assistant will now reward some of you with more tokens for your 
loyalty and good company.   

Narrator: The leader adjourns the meeting.  Claire, as teacher, comes back to 
debrief that experience with the students.   

Claire Holland: So how are you feeling right now? 

Students: Good.  

Claire Holland: All of you? 

Students: Yes.   

Claire Holland: Okay, tell me what you're thinking.  

Student: It wasn't fair that some of us got no tokens and some of us, like the 
people that didn't get any tokens, had to shovel while the other 
people had food and got to rest, and talk.  

Claire Holland: It probably didn't feel fair to some of you.  Did the people earn their 
tokens that got the tokens? 

Student: No.  

Claire Holland: Like there's no real reason, we just kind of gave it to you.  And how 
did it feel for you if you didn't have tokens and somebody beside 
you did?  Can someone who was in that situation tell me about it? 

Student: Because it's just like she's coming toward me and I wanted it, but 
she passed me.  So I thought she was going to give me, so I felt 
bad.  



Narrator: Students are going to develop a role play, showing their living 
conditions at three levels of society in Western European Medieval 
times.  To help set the scene and to have students think about their 
roles, Claire offers some guiding questions.  

Claire Holland: What might your home be made of if you don't have a lot of money? 

Student: Like a hut, wood and hay. 

Claire Holland: So things that you find naturally in your environment.  What if you 
have a few tokens?  You might pretend to travel from one room to 
another just to show how many choices you have.  Whereas, if you 
only have one room, many things might happen in that small space 
when you're acting them out in your play.  I want you to think about 
where you might eat.  Again, if you have no tokens, most of your 
activities will probably take place in the same room, just like in 
Pioneer times.  Medieval times was very similar to that, in terms of 
how they used their space.   

Narrator: With those questions in mind, students will take their role playing 
deeper in our next segment, Action.  

 

Action   

 

Narrator: The grade four and five students are planning and practicing their 
scenes depicting life in Western European Medieval times.  With 
support from Rosanna, their teacher, and Claire, a literacy coach.  
They'll act out what the home life might have looked like for three 
different groups.   

Student: So how many buckets of water do we have? 

Claire Holland: We're trying to show here how life looks differently depending on 
the amount of different tokens that you have.  One thing that I 
brought up to one of the groups that I thought was very important, 
when I first went to visit one of the groups that didn't have many 
tokens, somebody looked like they were begging and saying, help 
me, I don't have much.  Now, wait a second.  I don't want us to be 
unfair.  Just because people don't have tokens, or in our society 
right now, don't have a lot of money, it does not mean that they 
cannot be experts at what they do, have pride, have manners, live 
their lives in a very respectable way.  We have to be careful that we 
don't judge people without the tokens as being less as people.  Yes, 



they may have less things, but it does not mean that they treat each 
other differently, or with disrespect.   

Narrator: Here are a few short scenes.  

Student: Pass the salt, please.  (Students portraying eating.)  

Claire Holland: Would you like to announce what you've just presented your diners 
with? 

Student: Mashed potatoes.   

Student: I'm putting cheddar cheese and bones for the dog.  

Student: What's for dinner? 

Claire Holland: We've gone through an experience where you saw someone come 
by and give something to somebody, a privilege, right beside you, 
that you didn't get.  And you had no chance to speak to me to ask 
for it for yourself, or to ask me what you could do to earn one for 
yourself.  I didn't give you a chance to earn it, and I kind of just gave 
it very randomly.  I want you to think for yourself, from the point of 
view of who you just pretended to be, do you think this is fair? 

Narrator: To get an understanding of what students are thinking, Claire has 
them form a value line with fair, unfair, and totally unfair as markers.  

Claire Holland: Wow, it seems like we have a classroom divided.  I'm going to ask 
someone from this side to try to persuade the people on this side 
about some reasons why it's fair.  It's fair that sometimes some 
people in society have more than other people.  Who's going to 
build the schools and the roads?  Yes.  

Student: Because maybe they might ask for food and we might get them 
some food.  

Claire Holland: Because when you have extra, sometimes it puts you in a place to 
be able to share.  What's your idea? 

Student: And then everybody else has nothing to buy anything, and then we 
can't feed our families, we can't buy food, and then we can't get 
entertainment. 

Claire Holland: So you're thinking there's some basic things, like food, providing for 
your family that need to happen.  If you had a chance to talk to me 
and give me a piece of your mind, what might you say to me to 
convince me that the way things are right now, you don't think are 



so great.  Or if you're one of the people that got the tokens and don't 
want to have them taken away, what might you say to me to butter 
me up to make me keep giving you the tokens?   

Narrator: The students make two lines to share their ideas in a corridor of 
voices.  

Claire Holland: I'll get you to just close your eyes for a minute, and I want you to 
imagine what you're going to say.  Practice what you're going to 
say, under your breath.  I want you to think with a lot of emotion, 
how are you going to communicate it to me?  This could be your 
one chance to tell me and nobody will ever ask you again.  Don't be 
afraid to get really strong with your emotions, that's fine.  As I pass 
by you, you're going to share with me what your thoughts are.  As 
soon as I go past you, you stop talking, remember?  Here we go.  

Student: Thank you for the tokens.  

Student: I wish I had tokens.  

Student: It's not fair for everybody else to have tokens.  

Claire Holland: So what I wanted to be able to offer them through the drama was to 
take on a role of power and advocacy, that maybe in their own lives 
they may not be able to realize yet, because of their age, but I 
wanted for them, as citizens, to understand that if the majority of 
people have one belief, and the person who's leading them has 
another, they have power if they choose to use it.  And that by going 
along with the way that a structure works, they're buying into and 
reinforcing that structure, as well.  So the ability of students who, in 
some situations and in their own lives may feel powerless, drama 
affords them the opportunity to act, and stand, and speak in a 
powerful stance.  And for a lot of our students who don't have that 
opportunity to be able to stand up, or articulate themselves, or be 
heard, I feel like it's a great tool for them to be able to try that on for 
size, so that they can maybe translate that into their own lives.   

Narrator: Coming up in the next segment, a presentation to the leader.  

 

Consolidation   

 

Claire Holland: I stand before you exhausted from listening to your feelings about 
our token situation.  I dare say that I found your sentiments to be as 



varied as the seasons, and have for you this day not a solution for 
that which troubles you, but rather, a request.   

Narrator: The leader wants to hear from citizens, their reflections on how to 
create a more just economic system for distributing wealth.   

Claire Holland: Because I will consult you on this matter but one time, consider 
these things carefully.  If you think we in our community should 
change our ways, tell me, who do you think should control the 
community's tokens? 

Narrator: The class moves into four small groups recording their ideas with a 
jot-note organizer.   

Student: Imagine a world everybody gets money when they're nice.  

Narrator: The students also explore the challenges that leaders face and 
discuss what they, as citizens, can do.  

Rosanna Nardi: So you're not getting rid of the Queen, you just want an elected 
assistant.  

Student: That will be me.  

Narrator: So what did the students come up with? 

Student: For the first question, who should control the community tokens and 
why?  The people should, because we know how to treat them 
fairly, and we shouldn’t spend on things that we don't need, and 
spend wisely.   

Claire Holland: So for example, what might be something you think that people 
need? 

Student: To own food, and clothing, and beds, and basic things for a person.  

Student: Who should get the most tokens, and who should get the least?  
The King decides who worked the hardest to get a few more tokens, 
and the people who worked the least and be lazy get less tokens.  
Or if they're too lazy, they don't get any tokens.  

Claire Holland: Because they were so readily able to deal with it in a simple way, 
you'll notice that the role of the teacher then became, how can I add 
something to this discussion to introduce complexity where there 
was none?  Because at the end of the day, with discussions around 
Financial Literacy, we want them to see it's not just about, you need 
to get a job if you want to get more money.  Because of systemic 



racism, structures, unemployment rates, now that we're in a global 
economy, what happens countries away may impact you.  I'm a little 
worried about this term "lazy".  I don’t think it's fair to say that just 
because someone is not working that they are lazy.  I think we need 
to be careful with our words.  

Rosanna Nardi: What about the elderly who have worked their whole lives and now 
deserve some rest?  Should they get no tokens? 

Student: I guess. 

Student: No.   

Student: They should get a token so they can spend and have some happy 
times.  

Narrator: Rosanna and Claire use probing questions and encourage debate.   

Claire Holland: What if I broke my leg while I was working and I can't work for a 
while, are you considering me lazy?  

Student: No.  

Claire Holland: Well, be careful, this term "lazy" I'm very suspicious of.  What are 
your thoughts?  If I broke my leg, do you think I do not deserve a 
token? 

Narrator: The students' understanding of different roles within the economy 
grows.  

Claire Holland: What about people who think for a living instead of working in the 
fields?  Is that not work?  Because they don't move around while 
they work, are you saying that that is not work? 

Student: Every job in the world is different. 

Claire Holland: You'll hear that their conversations are really complex as well, 
because somebody in the group will inevitably say, well, what about 
this?  And what about that?  And so things that started out being 
very black and white became more grey.  You'll notice, too, that it 
took a while for us to get there.  At first the students are like, I 
agree, no, I disagree.  And by the end, it's not fair because, for 
example, and then they were able to build on it, but it took a while 
for them to really put themselves in the shoes of having that 
responsibility, and to go beyond feeling something and then figuring 
out how you're going to act on it.  



Narrator: Returning to her teacher role, Claire summarizes the lesson.  

Claire Holland: Before we go into this next section, I want us to all feel equal again.  
So those of you who were rewarded with the gum, could I please 
have you return it to the waste basket right now?  Thank you.  I 
wanted you to understand that sometimes just because you have 
money, or some advantage or privilege, it doesn’t mean that you 
don't care about what's happening to the people around you.  You 
proved that, as citizens, today.  You saw that even though you were 
benefiting and getting some reward, you still cared about what other 
people received, and how they were treated.  That's something that 
is really important in our society, that we do take care of each other.  
And that those people who do have more share what they have.  
Because like you were saying, people need the most basic things, 
they deserve them just because they're human.  In a similar way, 
we remembered that just because we don't have tokens doesn’t 
mean that we have to feel sorry for you, or that you're not an expert 
at what you do, or that you can't have a very strong family that 
cares and respects each other.  Or that you have something to give 
to the community that you live in.  Many of you felt that if you were 
kind that should be rewarded.  Who you are should be recognized, 
and how you care about the people around you should be 
recognized, even if you don't have the same things that other 
people around you have.  And I think that was an important lesson 
that you shared with me today, as your leader.  

Narrator: Coming up in the next segment, Learning Reflections.  

 

Learning Reflections   

 

Narrator: Rosanna's students developed an understanding of how social and 
political structures impact upon economic realities.  The students in 
this grade four and five class had a range of knowledge and 
experience.  

Rosanna Nardi: Some of these kids went in there with some very strong knowledge, 
and remembered what they had learned last year, and some of 
them were learning it for the first time.  But it was really important to 
make those connections to what we really had been learning since 
the end of September connected to government.  So because I use 
that every day in my language program, that we need the 
background information, other people are resources, that we're 
always making connections to real world, then that helped them a 
lot.  And I thought that in their drama presentations, it was difficult to 



tell which students had had more experience with the history, of the 
Medieval history, and which hadn't, because they were really 
supporting and helping one another.  But we were constantly 
making the connection to what we were learning now.  

Claire Holland: And I felt like they were really translating those big ideas in the 
curriculum into real life.  It felt like a real synthesis and consolidation 
of some of those government concept ideas.  When I was looking at 
the work they were doing in those small groups, they were really 
pulling together, and pulling on all of that knowledge to reinvent that 
new society.  So that's where I really felt like it was transformative, 
like it was turning from a task into, oh, this is how it works, and I 
could have a voice in shaping it.  

Rosanna Nardi: Yes, and I think the drama really helps with that, because they're 
there thinking all the way through, and their actions need to be very 
meaningful, and I think it gives them a better sense, or a better 
understanding… 

Claire Holland: Because they're motivated.  

Rosanna Nardi: …of how they want it to look like.  Yes.     

Narrator: Students say they feel connected to the feelings and perspectives of 
others through drama.  

Student: But it was fun just for today to do that, just pretend that we're maybe 
getting some water from the well, or cooking.  It was pretty fun, but it 
probably isn't fun for the other people who had to do it.  

Student: Then you have a different point of view, so then you know how other 
people feel.  

Narrator: To gain insight from a parent's perspective, a parent was invited to 
observe this Financial Literacy lesson.   

Karam Aly: In drama, for instance, how the kids connect it was drama, because 
they put on the same personality from the old time, like the King, or 
the farmer, and he feels it.  That's why when I saw today, I saw 
some farmers were angry, and they said, it's not fair, like they feel it.  
They became the corrector, so it's very good to let the child know 
how it feels from the beginning until the end, and he can change 
this.  

Narrator: And this student, who said the system was unjust, felt… 



Student: Power just to tell her that, because you shouldn't be afraid to tell 
some things sometimes, but it probably is hard, because she's the 
Queen, she's the ruler of everyone, and it probably is hard for the 
people sometimes to say it.  

Narrator: Another student who had tokens felt… 

Student: Good, and bad, because some people didn't have any.  Good, 
because I had some, and bad because other people didn't have 
some, because they need money to buy stuff for their family.  

Narrator: The lesson offers many levels of complexity and connections to 
today's world.  

Catherine Inglis: And there are so many easy ins, and particularly when we start 
talking about economy and fairness, and globalization, to bring it 
then down to a micro level so that the kids can understand it, that 
it's within the same things that they're seeing in these wider systems 
can also be seen in their own communities, that's really big.  We 
often talk, especially in the social studies curriculum, about these 
macro global issues, and I think it's really easy for kids to 
understand it if you put it into a more community, micro level.   

Rosanna Nardi: They start to analyze, well, there are all these scenarios where 
some people just can't participate as easily as others, so we have to 
make provisions.  I mean, I'm sure they would have spent all of your 
money, as Queen, by the end of it, but they were really thinking that, 
oh, yes, there are all of these scenarios that we need to keep track 
of, and it was getting harder and harder for them to just think of 
fairness as equal, instead of equitable.  And that's one thing that, as 
I was saying, moving from primary you can sort of understand by 
the junior grades, the difference between why one person is allowed 
to take the elevator if they have a broken leg, or are in a wheelchair, 
and you have to take the stairs.  So that's fair, it's equitable, it's not 
equal.  But the large world connections, that's what they're starting 
to learn, and that's when the wheels are starting to turn.  And you 
see it happening, and that's why that is such a brilliant activity, 
because the scope just widens and they really have to think about 
things that are not so simple as they seem, initially.  

Karam Aly: I was amazed to see something like that, and how the kids involve 
in the conversation, and connect it from the past to the present, and 
how they learn about the past and they don't want to repeat it in the 
present, and how they can speak up.  They have an opinion, for 
such a young age, and they know what's going on around the 
community, and how they can connect it to their future, as well.  
When they grow up, and what they should do, and how to deal with 
situations, and how to be fair.  



Narrator: Educators say they're also learning, as they discuss Financial 
Literacy within their professional learning communities. 

Catherine Inglis: One of the big things that was really eye opening was, we were 
almost all starting to assess our own value system, we were all 
assessing some of the decisions we make, you get into issues 
around fair trade, and ethical investing, and those types of things.  
So we were getting into some of those higher level discussions 
within our group, but when we start questioning it ourselves, it helps 
us to be more passionate, when we're more passionate we're better 
teachers.   
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