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Attack! 60 Mary Faire pioneers a trialling of the ‘feeling for’ approach (1984): an 
insightful narrative Part 3 

Mary Faire was a primary school teacher for a number of years and is now an associate professor at the 
University of Auckland. 

An excellent activity for encouraging flexible thinking involved displaying a selection of the pictures and 
making available multiple copies of concept captions for the children to match with the pictures. Next to 
their captions the children explained why they had chosen that label. For example, below a picture of Chun 
Ling’s family eating a meal, the children glued the following captions: togetherness, co-operation, customs 
and traditions. Their explanations for choosing those labels were glued alongside (for younger children I 
would have the children give their responses orally with me scribing). Here was an opportunity to see what 
understanding each child had of the concepts and to engage individual children in discussion in order to 
challenge or extend those views.  

The final activity we undertook in this first attempt at the approach involved the children choosing five 
pictures from the resource that they felt best described the life of Chun Ling and her family. The children 
used photocopies of these to illustrate their own written accounts of Chun Ling’s daily life. They read and 
shared these booklets often throughout the rest of that year. [Providing the opportunity to put together a 
booklet, or other form of recording, of their end-of-study thinking is appreciated by the children and should 
become a regular practice.] 

My reaction to the approach was now very favourable. First of all – it worked for me. It focused attention on 
the learners rather than the teacher. The activities (I had only used a few from the suggested range) were 
straightforward, easy to set up and allowed children to work at a pace that suited them. Many of the 
children’s responses to the activities were left up throughout the study and the children often returned to 
add new ideas at other times of the day. I had been released from the role of information giver (with the 
exception of reading the text) and had been freed to challenge, 
question, and participate in the learning process. Although in the 
past I had genuinely tried to interact with boys and girls in the 
classroom I found that, in practice, the boys dominated 
discussion. Here was a style of teaching that allowed me to 
participate equally with boys and girls because there was far less 
teacher-to-whole-class teaching. 

Planning was simplified. Although thoroughly planned, all I 
needed to record was the topic, main aim, key ideas, the main 
behaviours I was looking for in the children, and a list of the 
activities to be used. 

The approach encouraged a child-centred way of challenging 
stereotypes and confronting issues. It was not a finitely 
structured way to teach social studies. Indeed, I am still 
developing refinements within activities and discovering 
subtleties in the approach not previously appreciated. No topic is 

60

https://networkonnet.wordpress.com


ever the same as another. All have been modified and developed in different ways to suit the group of 
people or person being studied. The activities can be used in a different order, with different resource 
materials, or with newly developed activities. There is also a definite place for expressive activities such as 
art, drama, music, and written language. Anything could be used as long as it helped to get the children 
closer to the lives of the group of people they were studying. 

Evaluation took place continuously. The activity-based programme provided opportunities for the children’s 
views to surface and opportunities for me to notice any changes taking place. I discovered that being better 
informed about the nature of social studies allowed me to evaluate more successfully because I was alert to 
significant comments and behaviours that occurred during lessons.  

The approach also clarified for me the place of concepts. Three points should be emphasised here. First – 
social studies is a study of people, not concepts. Second – that while concepts can provide a focus for 
topics, their use shouldn’t get in the way of children gaining a feeling for the people they are studying. All 
topics will be much wider than any concepts that have been chosen. Third - concepts are developed by 
children as their culture and self-centredness are challenged rather than taught by the teacher as a means 
of social control. For example, rules and laws are not studied so that children will conform to the school’s 
expectations and make life comfortable for teachers. The focus on rules and laws should help children build 
an idea of their universality and nature, of how they are formed and changed, of how they can be beneficial 
and detrimental, and of how they can be just and unjust. The end effect of this process should be to 
challenge children’s culture-centredness about rules and laws. 

Looking back over the last few years it is clear that this approach to social studies and a similar one in 
science, led to a breakthrough in my whole philosophy and approach to teaching. I now use a range of 
activity-based approaches which allow the children to take more control of their learning. 

Another outcome has been the professional development it has encouraged among staff members. The 
children, enthused by the programmes in social studies (and other areas), talked with their friends in other 
classes and at home with their parents and siblings. As a result of their enthusiasm, many staff members 
asked me what we were doing. Initially, I shared units of work with these teachers, later we explored the 
‘feeling for’ approach through in-service courses and developing units together. 

It is important to emphasise that the ‘feeling for’ approach to social studies is not about studying people’s 
feelings as a primary source. It is about encouraging children to get close to the lives of the people they are 
studying by gaining plenty of information about their everyday lives. It does not mean that children will 
necessarily come to like the people they are studying; they may find some aspects of their lifestyle 
disturbing or repugnant. Before children’s concerns for other people can be anything other than abstract, 
remote, and superficial, it is necessary to develop in children a feeling for the particular group being 
studied. The resources used should, by no means, always have a photographic emphasis. I have taken 
topics using: 

• Random photos, artifacts and oral histories to explore nineteenth century schooling. 

• Maps, diagrams and artifacts as well as a visit to a site, to study life in pre-European times at a Waikato 
pa. 

• Diary extracts, letters and some photos to focus on a woman involved in social change. 

• Text, in small amounts, from an immigrant’s shipboard diary to develop a study of early New Zealand 
pioneers. 

In this account I have not given a complete explanation of the philosophy, structure and activities of this 
approach. I have attempted, rather, to give a personal reaction to it in action. My intention is, that if 
readers have had similar concerns about their social studies programmes, they might consider trying the 
‘feeling for’ approach to see if it works for them. 


