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Cellar Holes and Census Graphs:
The Power of Place-based Education

BY LAURA F. WHITE

he Common Core State Standards are a rather bland read, in my opinion. They are, however,
a useful anchor in the stormy sea of curricular fads. Our challenge is to embed Common Core
learning goals in engaging units of study—to serve up these “bland” standards in a way that
makes students hunger for learning.

Like cooking, teaching is an art, and the beauty of the Common Core standards is that they
don’t remove the art from teaching, as canned programs sometimes do. Instead, they provide
something akin to “nutritional guidelines.” Within such parameters, a chef can creatively
craft a meal to delight and nourish those he or she is serving.

There are many ways to “cook up” engaging curriculum. One approach is place-based educa-
tion: instruction centered on the students’ natural or human community. Since students are
familiar with and connected to where they live, they often find it easy to “Velcro” their learn-
ing onto prior knowledge and experiences. This is the story of one of my recent attempts at
some “creative cooking” with the Common Core and the design of a place-based New Hamp-
shire history unit.
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Background
Fourth-grade social studies curriculum centers on state his-
tory and geography. In my multiage 4th–5th grade classroom
in Stoddard, NH, we cover 4th grade content every other year.
Using a place-based approach, I decided to focus the unit on the
land where our school is located. Beginning with the essential
question of, What is the story of this land? we would start our
investigation close to home by investigating a nearby cellar hole
and then expand outward, unraveling how regional, national, and
international events affect the individual stories of people and
places—in particular, the students’ hometown of Stoddard.

The Cellar Hole Investigation
With the wonderful support of Dori Drachman of the Harris Cen-
ter for Conservation Education in Hancock, NH, who co-designed
and taught this portion of the unit, we launched our study by
exploring a cellar hole located just a three-minute walk from the
school. Students spread out, finding a bed frame, a crumbling
chimney, a rusty tractor, and a stovepipe. Excited calls to “Come
look at this!” echoed through the woods.

After the initial exploration, Dori had students brainstorm fur-
ther questions. A flood of curiosity ensued. Who lived in this
house? Why was it abandoned? When was it abandoned? Did it
burn down? Dori finally cut short the brainstorm in the interest of
time. The students also wanted to share their opinions about the
answers. When students are asking the questions and debating
possible answers to these questions, you know you have achieved
a high level of engagement.

Next, Dori led students through an exploration of three historical
maps to gather more information, including the fact that the area
had once been blanketed in hayfields. Finally, she taught the class
how to use special tools to measure tree trunk circumference. Stu-
dents then used the circumference data in a formula to estimate
the forest’s age and when the fields had been abandoned. Later,
we looked at historical photos to confirm some of our hypotheses.
Dori also taught a lesson on glaciers and their connection to our
landscape and its ubiquitous network of stone walls.

Analysis of Primary Sources
Following the cellar hole investigation, we explored several pri-
mary sources to gather more information about NathanielWorces-
ter, who, according to the maps, had owned the house where the
cellar hole was. Alan Rumrill, Stoddard resident and director of
the Historical Society of Cheshire County, helped locate many
primary sources for our use. These documents and artifacts shed
light not just on the Worcester family but also on the time period
in which they were living.

First, the class visited a nearby cemetery and located Nathaniel
Worcester’s gravestone. Here the class discovered that there were
other members of Nathaniel Worcester’s family and used math to
make hypotheses about the relationships between these people.
Later, the class examined the US Census reports for Stoddard
from 1850, 1860, and 1870 and confirmed some of their hypoth-
eses about the Worcester family.

Census reports revealed other interesting things to ponder. For
example, students noted the occupations listed and compared
them to jobs commonly held today. Also, while examining agri-
cultural census data for Stoddard, students discovered the rise
and fall of sheep farming during the 1800s.

Population Data
Meanwhile, I had the class study larger historical trends through
the lens of local population changes. We used an Excel spread-
sheet of US Census population data for New Hampshire, which I
downloaded from the New Hampshire Historical Society’s web-
site (n.d.). The file is organized by town and set up so that you can
easily create graphs to compare different towns’ data. I led stu-
dents through a series of lessons exploring Stoddard’s population
trends and comparing these to the towns of Portsmouth, Berlin,
Washington, and Manchester.

Like the cellar hole, the population graphs ignited student curi-
osity. First, students made predictions about the shape of Stod-
dard’s graph. Then I gave the students the data and they created
the real graph, discovering it did not look like what most of them
had envisioned.

Next, we brainstormed some reasons why population might go up
and down so dramatically. Students were full of ideas. Many of
their ideas had to be examined more deeply. For example, “Peo-
ple moved away” in itself does not explain a drop in population. If
you have a significant decrease because people are moving, you
must ask the follow-up question,Why are so many people moving
away? The comparison of different towns’ graphs also intrigued
the class. Why were there so many differences? Why did Man-
chester’s population increase dramatically at just the time Stod-
dard’s population plummeted?

After letting students puzzle over the fascinating differences and
similarities among the population graphs, I set them loose explor-
ing secondary source documents. They read portions of textbooks
and websites to research these towns’ histories as well as key
regional and national events linked to the population changes.
To streamline this process, I bookmarked websites for each town
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that were at a reasonable reading level for my students and pre-
selected events that I knew would be reflected in the graphs we
had compared: the French and Indian War, the introduction of
merino sheep, the Industrial Revolution, 19th-century farming
inventions, the Louisiana Purchase, and the rise of logging. Using
this information, the students began to piece together the story of
their hometown’s population fluctuations and placed the Worces-
ter homestead into this historical context.

A Meaningful Product
Ideally, place-based education involves the community in the
process or end product. During the planning stage, I puzzled
over what we could produce that could benefit or be shared with
the larger community. The idea I selected was inspired by the
book Talking Walls by Margy Burns Knight (1992), which tells
stories from the point of view of famous walls around the world.
This book made me picture the stone walls lacing their way
through Stoddard’s now reforested hills. What would these walls
have to say if they could talk? I decided upon a museum exhibit
that could be displayed at the Stoddard Historical Society and
showcased at Stoddard Old Home Days. The display would inte-
grate expository and narrative writing (informational articles and
historical fiction narratives told by the stones in our stone walls).
Unfortunately, I didn’t budget enough time for the entire unit, so
not all students completed the narrative element. Below are some
excerpts of student work that appeared in the final display:

I mean if you were in the east where sheep prices were
going up and farming was hard, and you heard that out
west farming was now easier with inventions and prices
were more than half off, wouldn’t you want to move out
west? I mean who doesn’t like a great shopping deal, right?
That is one of the reasons the Stoddard population graph
went down, because people wanted to leave for the west!
Before all of the farmers and other people left there were
4,960 sheep in the Town of Stoddard. But when all of the
people did decide to move west, there were 2 sheep in
Stoddard in 1940. (5th grader)

“Hi!” “I’m a stone and I am really old. As old as the dino-
saurs’ extinction and I’ve seen almost everything that’s
happened in the past, but I will tell you just one story for
now. This is going to be a story about when I got into a
pickle but I actually liked it … I was up north relaxing at
the edge of a small pond … when all of a sudden the water
temperature dropped a couple degrees! I said, “Probably
just a cold front passing through,” but instead of it getting

warmer it actually got colder and the pond was starting to
freeze over! ... It was amazing how cold it had gotten over
the years of being in my pond! But then I noticed some-
thing in the mountains. It was made of ice and snow and it
was moving very, very slowly. (4th grader)

These old maps give us a lot of information about Stod-
dard. In 1892 there were a lot of different types of mills in
Stoddard. There were three saw mills, two shingle mills,
one woolen mill and one pulp mill … Who would have
thought that there would be so much information from
such an old map of Stoddard? (4th grader)

Integration of the Common Core Standards
I found it easy to embed the Common Core throughout this unit.
Since some of our study was integrated into our literacy block,
we focused on several literacy standards. For example, the map
reading, graphing activities, and analysis of census charts taught
students to interpret information presented visually (ELA 4.IT.7).
For the final exhibit project, students were required to select
visuals (photos, tables, maps, graphs, etc.) that would contribute
to a reader’s understanding of their writing. As another example,
during our secondary source research, students learned two-
column note taking as a strategy for identifying the main idea and
supporting details (ELA 4.IT.3). I also targeted social studies
standards from the New Hampshire framework.

Conclusion
The Common Core State Standards can be a useful tool if we
don’t let them corner us into expensive programs that fill the
pocketbooks of educational corporations and take the art out of
teaching. Such programs may have their place, but it is challeng-
ing to embed place-based activities into a scripted program. I
encourage school administrators to empower teachers by giving
them the freedom and trust to practice their art and design place-
based units. Place-based instruction can lead to some delicious
learning and excellent student engagement.
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