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Social Studies, ChatGPT, and 
Lateral Reading
Michael M. Yell 

The piece I also worry about [with 
ChatGPT] ... is the piece about thinking.

—Jane Rosenzweig,  
writing instructor, Harvard1

I believe schools should thoughtfully 
embrace ChatGPT as a teaching 
aid—one that could … better prepare 
students to work alongside A.I. systems 
as adults.

—Kevin Roose,  
technology columnist,  

New York Times2

In November 2022, the technology company 
OpenAI released a generative artificial intel-
ligence program that can create detailed written 
responses, write essays, poetry, code, and much 
more, in response to short written prompts. It had 
been years in the making and had been exposed 
to over 40 gigabytes of text, webpages, images, 
and other content. The program is known as 
ChatGPT, but what exactly is it?3 I posed the ques-
tion to ChatGPT itself, and the chatbot responded 
that it was a “large language model” that would 
generate human-like responses to prompts, that it 
was created by OpenAI (AI meaning artificial intel-
ligence) and was based on the GPT (Generative 
Pre-training Transformer) architecture, which uses 
deep learning techniques to generate natural 
language text that is similar to text written by 
humans.  

I then asked it to explain ChatGPT as if to 
younger students. The site responded in part that 
“ChatGPT is like a super smart computer that can 
understand and talk like a human. It was created 
by a company called OpenAI to help make com-
puters more like people.” 

Almost immediately following ChatGPT’s 
release, the New York City and Seattle public 
school systems banned it from their districts’ 
devices and networks, claiming they were con-
cerned about the impact on students.4 Regarding 
its use in colleges, a university political science 
professor wrote that “... chat.openai.com may actu-
ally spell the end of writing assignments.”5

There’s no doubt that ChatGPT presents an 
issue for social studies teachers. Will students 
become reliant on it to write essays and papers? 
How should we deal with the lack of sources in 
its answers? What will happen to critical thinking 
and inquiry in social studies with ChatGPT? Or are 
critical thinking and inquiry the answer to working 
with ChatGPT? 

Trying out ChatGPT
Having had a four-decade career in the secondary 
classroom (the majority in middle school) and now 
as a teacher of adults in university and workshop 
settings, I wanted to become comfortable with this 
groundbreaking chatbot. 

I first asked ChatGPT to examine the classified 
documents controversy involving former President 
Trump and President Biden. I asked ChatGPT to 
address the following points: (1) did either presi-
dent break the law? (2) Do you see any substan-
tive differences in how the two presidents handled 
these documents, and (3) explain your position on 
which president (or both) should be held account-
able for their misuse of classified documents.

ChatGPT responded:

It is not clear whether either President 
Trump or President Biden broke the law 
in regards to their handling of classified 
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College, Career, and Civic Life (C3) Framework 
for Social Studies State Standards that are inquiry 
based (beginning with a compelling question) 
and encourage students to think critically and 
explore questions.7

I used five C3 Teachers lessons in questioning 
ChatGPT. One of the lessons was titled What Do 
the Buried Secrets of Tenochtitlan Tell Us About the 
Aztecs?, which was a source I had used in preparing 
my seventh-grade unit on the Aztec Empire.

The summative performance assessment in 
many of the lessons asks students to “construct an 
argument (e.g., detailed outline, poster, or essay) 
that addresses the compelling question using spe-
cific claims and relevant evidence from historical 
sources while acknowledging competing views.” 

ChatGPT’s responses, when I asked it to write 
the argument essay from the C3 prompts, 
appeared good, but, again, there were some fac-
tual errors. For example, after ChatGPT produced 
an essay for the performance task in the Aztec 
lesson, I prompted an answer by asking the bot 
to provide explanations on recent Aztec artifacts 
that it had referenced. The return response dealt 
with a ceramic urn that had been uncovered in a 
royal tomb. Not being familiar with any such Aztec 
royal tomb artifact, I asked for specifics. ChatGPT 
informed me that it was not a real artifact: “I 
apologize that I provided incorrect information 
in my previous answer. The ceramic urn was not 
a specific artifact that has been discovered by 
archaeologists.” Again, errors had been made; but 
would a secondary teacher having to read dozens 
of essays from several classes have uncovered 
this? Perhaps, but perhaps not. 

I also asked ChatGPT to write an imaginative 
short story on the life of an average Aztec living 
in the empire, based on the artifacts found at the 
Templo Mayor (the focus of the C3 lesson) in the 
capital of Tenochtitlan. Although this prompt was 
not in the lesson, I wanted to see how ChatGPT 
could create a story. The chatbot swiftly generated 
an engaging short story about Xochiti, a young 
man residing near the Temple. As he gazed upon 
the temple’s art, he envisioned himself as a farmer 
tending crops outside of Tenochtitlan, and then as 
a merchant exchanging goods with others beyond 
the city. Finally, he imagined himself as an Aztec 
warrior under the command of Montezuma “clad 
in colorful feathered headdresses and wielding 

obsidian-tipped spears. He envisioned himself 
charging into battle alongside his fellow war-
riors, defending their people and city with valor 
and bravery…. And he was grateful for the art at 
Templo Mayor that had sparked his imagination 
and inspired his dreams.”

As a social studies teacher, I would have been 
impressed if a student had submitted such an 
essay. However, in order to successfully complete 
the task, I would have asked the student to resub-
mit and to cite their sources, particularly regarding 
the ceramic funeral urn. Had I asked students to 
develop a short story on an Aztec whose imagina-
tion was fired up by viewing Templo Mayor, I would 
have considered ChatGPT’s story very good.

Using ChatGPT in our social studies classrooms
Initially, I had expected that ChatGPT would excel 
in responding to specific and factual prompts but 
struggle with those requiring inquiry. However, 
I was surprised by its responses. Attempts by 
school districts to block the site will not be effec-
tive; that train has left the station. Most of our 
students probably will soon use it, and, with more 
AI bots coming soon, this train is not returning. 

While ChatGPT is highly advanced, it still has 
limitations. It will provide incorrect, but authorita-
tive sounding, information, has limited ability 
to address current events, and does not cite 
evidence. When prompted to provide evidence, 
the answer is something to the effect of “As an 
AI language model, I rely on the vast amounts of 
data that I have been trained on.”

Based upon my ongoing experiences with 
ChatGPT, I would recommend that we learn to work 
with it while formulating assignments that require 
students to make inferences, cite evidence, give 
reasons, and formulate personal stances. 

How might we work with a chatbot in 
teaching our students? Imagine having a 
Think~Pair~ChatGPT~Share during a lesson, hav-
ing students critique and find sources for the bot’s 
replies, and having conversations with students 
about the ethical uses of advanced technology, 
such as artificial intelligence, in education and 
other contexts.

There are traditional practices that may change 
due to the ubiquity of ChatGPT, and perhaps 
they should. One of the Substack newsletters 
(“the Biblioracle Recommends”) by John Warner 




