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7th Grade Geography Inquiry

Can nations own the sea?

Reuters

Supporting Questions
1. What laws and treaties exist governing the sea and its use?
2. How does China justify its sovereignty over the South China Sea?
3. How do the claims of other nations interfere with China’s claims?
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Arkansas Standards for
Social Studies

HS.8.7.1 – Examine physical and human characteristics that influence the division and control of Earth’s
surface
HS.8.7.3 – Analyze conflicting territorial claims from multiple perspectives

Staging the Question

Examine teacher-selected before-and-after photos of China’s reclamation of sand reefs in the South
China Sea and infer what is happening. Watch the CNN Video “South China Sea territorial dispute.”

Supporting Question 1

Supporting Question 2

What laws and treaties govern the sea
and its use?
Formative
Performance Task
Write a paragraph summary of the
United Nations treaty on the sea
describing how it has changed over
time.

How does China justify its sovereignty
over the South China Sea?
Formative
Performance Task
Create a graphic organizer to list the
major sovereignty claims China holds
of the South China Sea and rank them
from most important claim to least
important.

Featured Sources

Featured Sources

Source A: UN Convention on the Law
of the Sea: Part II: Territorial Sea and
Contiguous Zone
Source B: UN Convention on the Law
of the Sea: Part V: Exclusive Economic
Zone
Source C: LinkedIn: The Law of the Sea
and “creeping jurisdiction” of coastal
states
Source D: Wikimedia Commons: Sea
areas in international rights

Summative
Performance Task

Source A: Spratleys.org: Spratley
Islands History Timeline
Source B: YouTube video: Stirring
waves in the South China Sea
Source C: Time.com: Just Where
Exactly Did China Get the South China
Sea Nine-Dash Line From?

Supporting Question 3
How do the claims of other nations
interfere with China’s claims?
Formative
Performance Task
Create a map illustrating the claims
being made by all sides in the South
China Sea.

Featured Sources
Source A: Global Security: Territorial
claims in the Spratly and Paracel
Islands
Source B: Permanent Court of
Arbitration: South China Sea
Arbitration (pages 1-2)
Source C: Wikimedia Commons: South
China Sea claims map (public domain)
Source D: Asia Maritime Transparency
Initiative: Gas and Oil Reserves Map

ARGUMENT Can nations own the sea? Construct an argument (e.g., detailed outline, poster, essay) that
discusses the compelling question using specific claims and relevant evidence from current sources while
acknowledging competing views.
EXTENSION Debate whether the U.S. should continue patrolling in the South China Sea waters.

Taking Informed
Action

UNDERSTAND In individual groups representing key nations in the South China Sea dispute, determine the
position of each nation regarding the South China Sea dispute.
ASSESS Announce the positions on the South China Sea dispute and how the situation should be handled.
ACT Engage in a public mock United Nations session to decide how to peacefully resolve the South China
Sea dispute. Create alliances, propose resolutions, and allow all members to vote on the best resolution.

THIS WORK IS LICENSED UNDER A CREATIVE COMMONS ATTRIBUTION-NONCOMMERCIAL-SHAREALIKE 4.0
INTERNATIONAL LICENSE.
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Overview
Inquiry Description
This inquiry leads students through an investigation of the South China Sea dispute, in which several nations in
East and Southeast Asia are claiming ownership of parts of the sea for various purposes. By investigating the
compelling question “Can nations own the sea?” students evaluate whether nations have the sovereign right to
claim parts of the sea for themselves and if so, whether the rights of certain nations outweigh the interests of
others. The formative performance tasks build on knowledge and skills through the course of the inquiry and help
students construct an understanding of the current international laws governing the sea as well as the claims both
China and Southeast Asian nations have made to the South China Sea in particular. Students create an evidencebased argument about whether nations can claim parts of the sea for themselves.
In addition to the Key Idea listed previously, this inquiry highlights the following Conceptual Understanding:
HS.8.7.1 – Examine physical and human characteristics that influence the division and control of
Earth’s surface
HS.8.7.3 – Analyze conflicting territorial claims from multiple perspectives
It is important to note that this inquiry requires prerequisite knowledge of historical events and ideas. Thus,
students should have already studied the physical region of East and Southeast Asia, its history, and the concept of
sovereignty.
Note: This inquiry is expected to take 4-5 40-minute class periods. The inquiry time frame could expand if teachers
think their students need additional instructional experiences (i.e., supporting questions, formative performance
tasks, and featured sources). Teachers are encouraged to adapt the inquiries in order to meet the needs and
interests of their particular students. Resources can also be modified as necessary to meet individualized education
programs (IEPs) or Section 504 Plans for students with disabilities.

Structure of the Inquiry
In addressing the compelling question “Can nations own the sea?” students work through a series of supporting
questions, formative performance tasks, and featured sources in order to construct an argument supported by
evidence while acknowledging competing perspectives.

Staging the Compelling Question
In staging the compelling question, “Can nations own the sea?” teachers may prompt students with photographs of
China’s island/reef reclamation. This is best done with before-and-after photos. Students should make written or
verbal inferences about the event taking place in the islands using details from the photographs. Following this
activity, the teacher may play the CNN video, which gives a brief overview of the dispute occurring in the South
China Sea.
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Supporting Question 1
The first supporting question—“What laws and treaties govern the sea and its use?”—focuses on the United
Nations treaties regarding the sea, its use, and nations’ claims to them.. The formative performance task asks
students to write a summary of the laws after having read the laws, treaties, and article provided The summary can
be in written or visual form. Students may use paper, pencils, and colors to draw a piece of land next to the sea and
illustrate the rights and privileges of a nation to use the sea, in accordance to the UN laws on the sea. Label each
section, similar to Source D.
The featured sources for this question provide a general overview regarding the rights of nations in relation to
their use of the sea. Featured Source A is Part II of the UN Convention on the Law of the Seas, signed by 168
parties, which governs the territorial sea and contiguous zone. It is highly relevant in the current South China Sea
dispute. Similar to Featured Source A, Featured Source B contains Part V of the UN Convention on the Law of the
Seas, deemed to be highly relevant to the South China Sea dispute. It discusses the Exclusive Economic Zone of
nations next open seas. Featured Source C contains information on changing interpretation and implementation of
the UN Treaty as evidenced by nations’ use of the sea around the world. It brings helpful contemporary thought to
a treaty that was signed almost 40 years ago. Featured Source D, while not required, is a helpful visual tool
teachers and/or students may use to understand the the UN Convention on the Law of the Seas.

Supporting Question 2
For the second supporting question—“How does China justify its sovereignty over the South China Sea?”—
students seek to understand the reasons China gives for its ownership and use of the South China Sea, especially in
the Spratley Islands areas. The formative performance task is for students to Create a graphic organizer to list the
major sovereignty claims China holds of the South China Sea and rank them from most important claim to least
important.. Teachers are encouraged to divide students into groups representing nations with an interest in the
South China Sea, including China, Vietnam, Philippines, Taiwan, Malaysia, and Brunei, and to a lesser extent, Japan,
South Korea, and Singapore. If the teacher chooses to divide students in this way, it is important that the China
group perform the task in Supporting Question 2 while the other groups perform the tasks in Supporting Question
3.
In addition to the resources from the previous supporting question, the featured sources provide students with
additional materials that allow them to understand the basis for China’s claims in the South China Sea. Featured
Source A is a timeline of China’s historic exploration, use, and settlement of the Spratley Islands and, ultimately,
the South China Sea in general. Featured Source B is a propaganda film from Chinese networks, promoting China’s
place as a protector and responsible user of the South China Sea. The teacher is encouraged to discuss with
students the meaning of propaganda prior to using this video. Featured Source C is an article describing China’s use
of the Nine-Dash Line, its historic mid-1900s political map used to justify ownership of the South China Sea.

Supporting Question 3
The third supporting question—“How do the claims of other nations interfere with China’s claims?”—expands to
focus to countries other than China. The formative performance task asks students to illustrate on a map the claims
of other nations in the South China Sea area, and then examine how these claims contrast with Chin/’s claims. To
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extend this task, studnets may also explain how use of the sea might benefit individual nations’ economies and
industries. As in Supporting Question 2, the teacher is encouraged to have one student group represent China and
other student groups represent other Southeast Asian nations.
In addition to the previous featured sources, the sources for this task give an overview of the South China Sea
claims and uses from multiple perspectives, while showcasing the recent arbitration case regarding the sea in the
Permanent Court of Arbitration. Featured Source A summarizes the sea claims of individual nations surrounding
and near the sea. Featured Source B declares the 2016 South China Sea arbitration case brought forth by the
Philippines against China in the Permanent Court of Arbitration. Since the declaration is quite long, the teacher is
encouraged to use only pages 1-2 of the document, which summarizes the ruling. Featured Source C shows current
claims by individual nations in the South China Sea and can act as a helpful visual for certain students. Featured
Source D provides a brief look at the proven oil and natural gas reserves in the South China Sea. Students should
rely heavily on Sources A and D when considering the benefit of the South China Sea to their nation’s of study
economy. If time allows, students should conduct additional research on the economic condition of their nation and
the political, economic, and environmental benefits the South China Sea could provide to their nation.

Summative Performance Task
At this point in the inquiry, students have examined the laws governing access, use, and ownership of the sea and
considered the ways in which nations in the area have justified their use and sovereignty of the South China Sea,
despite conflicting and overlapping claims.
Students should be expected to demonstrate the breadth of their understandings and their abilities to use evidence
from multiple sources to support their claims. In this task, students construct an evidence-based argument using
multiple sources to answer the compelling question “Can nations own the sea?” It is important to note that
students’ arguments could take a variety of forms, including a detailed outline, poster, or essay.
Students’ arguments will likely vary, but could include any of the following:

•
•
•

Yes, nations can legally own a sea because of their history in the sea and/or proximity to it.
No, nations cannot claim rights to the sea because seas are rights of passage for all nations.
Nations can own a sea but must allow most other nations the right to pass through.

To extend their arguments, teachers may have students consider the official position of the U.S. government and
debate whether the United States should continue to patrol the South China Sea, despite warnings from China and
other nations.
Students have the opportunity to Take Informed Action by drawing on their understandings of territorial
sovereignty and resource access. To understand, students can determine the official positions on the South China
Sea by individual nations who have vested interests in the area. It is best to do this by assigning individual student
groups to study one nation each. (Example: Form five student groups, with one group examining China, one group
examining Vietnam, one group examining Philippines, etc.) To assess the issue, students announce their assigned
nation’s position to the class and discuss with the class how they think the South China Sea ought to be handled. To
act, students may participate in a public mock United Nations session, in which each group seeks to make
negotiations, build coalitions, and propose resolutions to the entire assembly. At the end of the session, groups may
go around one by one proposing their resolutions to be voted on by a majority of members.
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Staging the Compelling Question
Featured Source

Source A: Teacher-selected photos of island reclamation in South China Sea (Google search)
Source B: CNN Video: South China Sea territorial dispute

Supporting Question 1
Featured Source

Source A: UN Convention on the Law of the Sea: Part II: Territorial Sea and Contiguous Zone
Source B: UN Convention on the Law of the Sea: Part V: Exclusive Economic Zone
Source C: LinkedIn: The Law of the Sea and “creeping jurisdiction” of coastal states
Source D: Wikimedia Commons: Sea areas in international rights

Supporting Question 2
Featured Source

Source A: Spratleys.org: Spratley Islands History Timeline
Source B: YouTube video: Stirring waves in the South China Sea
Source C: Time.com: Just Where Exactly Did China Get the South China Sea Nine-Dash Line From?

Supporting Question 3
Featured Source

Source A: Global Security: Territorial claims in the Spratly and Paracel Islands
Source B: Permanent Court of Arbitration: South China Sea Arbitration (pages 1-2)
Source C: Wikimedia Commons: South China Sea claims map (public domain)
Source D: Asia Maritime Transparency Initiative: Gas and Oil Reserves Map
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