Teaching Reading
in Social Studies

A Supplement to
Teaching Reading in the Content Areas
Teacher’s Manual (2nd Edition)

Jane K. Doty
Gregory N. Cameron
Mary Lee Barton

Mid-continent Research for Education and Learning
2550 S. Parker Road, Suite 500, Aurora, CO 80014-1678
Phone: 303.337.0990 • Fax: 303.337.3005

© 2003 McREL (Mid-continent Research for Education and Learning), Aurora, Colorado.
All rights reserved.
This publication, while not directly funded by the Institute of Education Services, U.S. Department
of Education, draws on the work of projects previously completed under contract numbers
RP91002005 and R319A000004B; specifically, Teaching Reading in the Content Areas: If Not Me,
Then Who?, Teaching Reading in Mathematics, and Teaching Reading in Science. The content of
this publication does not necessarily reflect the views of the Institute of Education Services, the
U.S. Department of Education, or any other agency of the U.S. Government.

To purchase additional copies of this book, contact

Association for Supervision and Curriculum Development
1703 N. Beauregard St. • Alexandria, VA 22311-1714 USA
Telephone: 800.933.2723 or 703.578.9600 • Fax: 703.575.5400
Web site: http://www.ascd.org • E-mail: member@ascd.org
ASCD Stock number #303357
ISBN 1-893476-07-3
Prices: ASCD member, $22.95; nonmember, $24.95
Discounts for bulk purchases are available.

Table of Contents
Acknowledgments ......................................................................................................................ii
About the Authors ....................................................................................................................iii
Rationale........................................................................................................................................v
Section 1: Three Interactive Elements of Reading ..................................................................1
The Role of the Reader..........................................................................................................4
The Role of Climate ............................................................................................................10
The Role of Text Features ..................................................................................................18
Text Features: Vocabulary ............................................................................................18
Text Features: Text Style ..............................................................................................25
Section 2: Strategic Processing ................................................................................................37
Section 3: Strategic Teaching ....................................................................................................45
Section 4: Six Assumptions About Learning..........................................................................71
Section 5: Reading Strategies....................................................................................................77
Vocabulary Development ..................................................................................................78
Narrative Text ....................................................................................................................105
Informational Text ............................................................................................................110
Reflection Strategies ........................................................................................................150
Bibliography..............................................................................................................................168
Workshops Available ..............................................................................................................178

i

Acknowledgments
The authors extend a special thanks to the many contributors to this publication. In
particular, we would like to acknowledge Mid-continent Research for Education and
Learning staff members, specifically Linda Brannan and Terry Young, who helped with
the literature searches and copyright permission; Clare Heidema and Chris Snyder for
quality assurance review; Diane Paynter and Salle Quackenboss for reviewing the
content and providing feedback; Judy Counley and Marla Fultz, who performed the
graphic and desktop publishing portion; and editor Vicki Urquhart. We also would like
to acknowledge outside reviewers Maria Foseid and D. Mark Morgan.
Our utmost appreciation goes to Mary Lee Barton, Clare Heidema, and Deb Jordan
for the work they did on Teaching Reading in the Content Areas: If Not Me, Then Who?,
Teaching Reading in Mathematics, and Teaching Reading in Science. Their documents have
provided many teachers with explicit strategies and practical suggestions.

ii

About the Authors
Jane K. Doty, M.S., C.A.S.
Jane K. Doty, a lead consultant for McREL, consults and trains nationally and
internationally with teachers, curriculum developers, and school administrators as they
implement standards-based approaches. She also has conducted training in the Teaching
Reading in the Content Areas series, Classroom Instruction That Works, and Dimensions
of Learning.
Prior to joining McREL, Jane worked as a classroom teacher for 16 years. She earned her
B.S. from Keuka College, her M.S. from Plattsburgh State University, and her C.A.S.
(Certificate of Advanced Study) from Oswego State University. She is one of the authors
with Dr. Robert Marzano and Diane Paynter, of the Pathfinder Project, an inspirational
and motivational curriculum designed to engage students in learning. She can be
contacted at jdoty@mcrel.org.
Gregory N. Cameron, M.A.
As a senior consultant for McREL, Gregory N. Cameron provides a variety of researchbased services in the areas of leadership, comprehensive school reform, standards-based
curriculum, and professional learning communities to schools, districts, and state
departments of education nationwide. He earned his B.A. from the University of
Colorado and his M.A. from the University of Denver. Prior to joining McREL, his 14
years of experience included teaching social studies at the middle and high school levels;
developing a K–12 standards-based social studies curriculum; and serving as an
elementary school principal in Colorado. He can be contacted at gcameron@mcrel.org.
Mary Lee Barton, M.S. Ed.
Mary Lee Barton has worked in the areas of literacy, learning, and professional
development for more than 25 years. Co-author of Teaching Reading in the Content Areas:
If Not Me, Then Who? (2nd Ed.) and its supplements, Teaching Reading in Mathematics and
Teaching Reading in Science, Mary Lee has facilitated literacy training seminars for
thousands of teachers across the United States and Canada. She also has written articles
for Educational Leadership, the NASSP Bulletin, and other McREL publications. With Dr.
Robert Marzano, she co-authored ASCD’s “Helping Students Acquire and Integrate
Knowledge.” Mary Lee can be contacted at mlbarton@literacy-works.com.
iii

Three Interactive Elements of Reading

Reader

Vocabulary

Climate
Text
Features

Text
Style
Text
Structure

Strategic
Processing
Metacognition

Audience
Appropriateness

Text
Coherence

Cognition

Motivation

Strategic Teaching

Six Assumptions About Learning
Learning is:
1. Goal-oriented
2. The linking of new information to prior knowledge
3. The organization of information
4. The acquisition of cognitive and metacognitive structures
5. Nonlinear, yet occurring in phases
6. Influenced by cognitive development

Strategies

Vocabulary

Narrative

Informational

Figure 1. Model of Teaching Reading in the Content Areas
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Rationale
“The primary purpose of social studies is to help young people develop the ability to make
informed and reasoned decisions for the public good as citizens of a culturally diverse,
democratic society in an interdependent world.”
— National Council of Social Studies

Working with students to help them gain the knowledge and skills necessary to
become informed decision makers in a democratic society is a powerful responsibility.
The study of social studies is much more than memorizing historical facts;
geographical statistics; or government, civic, and economic terminology. It is really
about problem solving, decision making, reflective inquiry, and critical thinking.
More than any other academic area, it is about helping students become strategic
thinkers responsible for decisions that impact our society. They must be strategic in
their reading and be able to comprehend and use what they read to make informed
decisions and choices in the world in which they live.
Consider the story of a teacher’s encounter with the parent of a first grade student:
The week before school began the parent brought her daughter to meet the teacher.
The parent proudly stated to the teacher that her daughter was quite bright and
could already read. She went on to say that her daughter could even read The New
York Times.
The teacher was impressed but also a little concerned. If all of her students were
like this student, she would need to rethink her teaching strategies in reading. She
acknowledged the child’s accomplishment and asked the parent the following
question: “When you discuss what your daughter has read, how well does she
understand the content of that reading and use that information to make connections
to the real world?"
The parent hesitated for a moment. She looked at the teacher and smiled. “She doesn’t.
In fact, I guess what I am really saying is that she knows the letters of the alphabet
and the sounds they make, and I considered that as reading.”
What the parent described is part of the reading process but only part. It is decoding,
part of “learning to read,” and while it is essential for students to be phonologically
aware and fluent in the reading process, without comprehension they are just dancing
across the words. Students need to able to “learn to read” so they can “read to learn"
v

at all ages in all content areas. Unfortunately, this is not always the case and it is here,
that as teachers of social studies content, that the struggle for reading comprehension
becomes very real.
Teaching credentials for middle school and high school teachers are usually restricted
to subject-matter disciplines. Few social studies teachers have a background in reading,
and many have taken only one or two courses in college related to teaching reading.
Because of this, they may feel insecure and not experienced enough to teach reading
in the social studies classroom.
In his article “Exploring Reading Nightmares of Middle and Secondary School
Teachers,” Bintz (1997) described a few assumptions made by teachers in those
grade levels about reading and reading instruction:
• Reading instruction is primarily, if not exclusively, the role of elementary, not
middle and secondary, school teachers.
• Reading is an isolated skill; once it is mastered in the elementary grades,
students require no further direct instruction in the upper levels.
Adapted from Bintz, W. P. (1997, September). Exploring Reading Nightmares of Middle and
Secondary School Teachers. Journal of Adolescent and Adult Literacy, vol. 41, No.1.12–24.

These assumptions make it seem that elementary teachers are the providers of reading
instruction and further assumes that students entering middle schools and high
schools should already be proficient and strategic readers. The concern here is that
this assumption can be a negative factor in middle and secondary schools. Bintz goes
on to say that it is a more difficult task for teachers of those grade levels to see the
importance of teaching reading skills directly related to their content area.
In Doug Buehl’s “Integrating the ‘R’ Word into High School Curriculum: Developing
Reading Programs for Adolescent Learners” (1998), he identifies several beliefs about
adolescent literacy that underlie secondary teachers’ frustrations about reading:
•

Their students come to them with experiences and attitudes that lead them to
be passive readers, reluctant readers, or nonreaders.

•

Inadequate teaching has contributed to the lack of reading achievement, but
they feel ill-prepared to take on this challenge.

•
vi

They were trained and hired to teach content, not literacy skills.

•

Their textbooks are part of the problem, but teachers feel they are often caught
with a single text that does not accommodate the range of abilities in their
classroom and which students do not find engaging.

•

Someone else is at fault: parents, elementary school teachers, and perhaps even
their colleagues. Elementary school teachers are especially singled out as
culprits for the reading woes of adolescent learners.

These frustrations can impact student learning as Cris Tovani notes in her book,
I Read It, But I Don’t Get It (2000). In this book, she talks about her experience in
school as a “fake reader.” She started fake reading in sixth grade by reading first
and last chapters, skimming CliffsNotesTM, and attending classes. In her senior year,
the possibility of leaving school to attend college frightened her because she did not
believe she could get by as easily as she did in high school. Determined to learn to
read, she asked one of her teachers, “What do you do if you read every page but still
have no idea what the book is about?” The teacher responded with, “Obviously, you
weren’t concentrating. Reread the book and this time, pay attention.”
Rereading something we didn’t get the first time isn’t enough to make that
information suddenly make sense. Teachers need to explicitly teach and model for
students ways to monitor their thinking as they read. Students need to learn strategies
that help them become better readers, reflecting on what they are understanding.
Students need to know when and how to apply appropriate strategies to help them
understand what they read and how to move towards comprehending when they
get stuck.
How many times do teachers hear their students say as they leave for the day, “I
can’t wait to get home and read my social studies book?” Teachers and schools are
being asked to bring all students to a level of performance that was previously only
demanded of comparatively few students. Consequently, the effort to raise the
standard of teaching and learning will require teachers to be more strategic and
purposeful in their planning for instruction and readers to be more strategic in the
process of “reading to learn.”
The information in this manual is intended to be a resource to assist teachers. It is
designed as a guidebook for instructional planning and decision making when
teaching reading in social studies. It is not intended to prescribe a particular style of
teaching one best “model” or method. Rather, it is meant to assist teachers as they
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consider the implications of their curriculum, the nature and needs of their students,
and their personal teaching styles.
There are many aspects to consider when teaching reading in social studies. As
educators, we need to understand the research around learning, the premises that
guide the teaching of reading, the reading strategies that are available and when to
use them, and how to use this information to have an impact on all learners. The
following five areas compose this publication:
1. The three interactive elements of the reading process that
influence comprehension:
• What the reader brings to the situation
• The learning climate
• The characteristics of the text
2. Strategic Processing: Students must be aware of their own thinking as they
read, monitor their understanding during this process, and understand the
importance of both. They must be intentional when applying strategies that
will help them make connections from what they read to using that information
in a meaningful way.
3. Strategic Teaching: Teachers must be intentional in their planning for teaching
reading in social studies. This section offers suggestions and techniques to
do that.
4. Six Assumptions About Learning: The research on learning serves as the
foundation for this publication, and so we discuss the critical implications.
5. Reading Strategies: The strategies are divided into four categories.
• Vocabulary Development
• Narrative Text
• Informational Text
• Reflection Strategies
These five sections are represented graphically in Figure 1 on page iv.
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Section 1

Notes

Three Interactive Elements of Reading
Three Interactive Elements of Reading

Reader

Climate
Text
Features

Introduction
Teaching reading in social studies is not so much about teaching
students basic reading skills as it is about teaching students how to
use reading as a tool for thinking and learning. Research, in general,
indicates that learning and reading are active processes where readers
construct meaning from the words they read by interacting with
the text, using prior knowledge and experience to make connections,
generating hypotheses, and making sense of what they read.
If students are to construct their own meaning from social studies
text, how can teachers guide and support this process? First, they
need to know the five premises cognitive scientists have identified.
Secondly, they need to understand how the reader, climate, and text
work interactively to help a reader construct meaning from text.
The Five Premises
1. Readers construct meaning from what they read by making
logical and sensible connections between the new information
and what they already know about the topic.
2. Researchers believe we store what we know in knowledge
frameworks called “schemata.” Learners refer to their schemata
to make inferences and predictions, organize and reflect on new
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information, and elaborate on it (Vacca & Vacca, 1993). When
readers are presented with new information, they compare
it to what they already know (prior knowledge) and look for
similarities and differences in order to make sense of what they
are reading. In other words, they try to match new information
with existing schema so that it can be understood.
Try reading the paragraph below and filling in the missing
words. As you work on the passage, think about your
own thinking.
In the early 1860s, A______________ issued the Emancipation
_______________. This order freed millions of s____________.
The C_______________ had the authority to enforce this order.
Emancipation alone did not give the former s___________
a new life. Decades of economic hardship and unequal
rights continued. A_____________ plan was supported by
many R____________.
How heavily did you rely on your existing knowledge in order
to complete this passage? (Check your answers on page 3).
3. How well a reader comprehends a text also is dependent on
metacognition: the ability to think about and to control the
thinking process before, during, and after reading as well
as existing beliefs about the relationship between effort and
achievement. Effective readers who have learned metacognitive
skills can plan and monitor their comprehension, adapting and
modifying their reading accordingly. Struggling readers need
to be taught how to monitor their thinking as they read and how
to select appropriate strategies to help them when needed.
4. Reading and writing are integrally related. Students who are
taught to write and edit different forms of expository text
improve their comprehension of their content textbooks (Raphael,
Kirschner, & Englert, 1998). Both reading and writing involve
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constructing ideas, organizing them in a logical order, and
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drafting and revising them until they make sense.
5. Students learn in many ways, and learning increases in a
collaborative setting. Discussing what they are learning,
questioning their thinking around it, and seeking clarity
allows students to interact in an environment that
promotes learning.
Three Key Elements
Determining what meaning a reader will take from a text involves
selecting appropriate strategies aimed at comprehension as well as
planning instruction around the three key elements:
1. The reader: his or her background experience and knowledge of
the subject (Mental Dispositions, Motivation, Goal Setting,
Feedback, Nonlinguistic Representation and Mental Imagery).
2. The climate: the learning context and environment (Brain-Based
Principles, Atmosphere, Comfort, Order, Cooperative Learning,
Tasks).
3. The text features: the characteristics of the written text
(Vocabulary, Text Style).
These three elements will be examined separately in the
next section.
Compare the completed paragraph below with your answers from
the paragraph on page 2.
In the early 1860s, Alexander II issued the Emancipation Edict. This
order freed millions of serfs. The Czar had the authority to enforce this
order. Emancipation alone did not give the former serfs a new life.
Decades of economic hardship and unequal rights continued.
Alexander’s plan was supported by many Russians.
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The Role of the Reader
Three Interactive Elements of Reading

Reader

Climate
Text
Features

Things to Think About
1. How do students’ experiences and prior knowledge of social studies
content affect their learning?
2. How do students’ habits of mind influence learning?
3. How does motivation impact learning?

Prior Knowledge and Experience
No two students in any classroom will bring the same prior
knowledge and experience to the reading process. They will come
to the social studies classroom with varying real-life experiences.
Students who are strategic readers access their prior knowledge
and adjust their thinking as they encounter new information. This
is a powerful skill when setting the stage for reading for meaning.
On the other hand, students who have inadequate or poorly
organized and stored knowledge will likely experience difficulty
as they attempt to acquire new knowledge.
Some studies show that readers who have misperceptions about a
topic often overlook, misinterpret, or don’t remember text information
that disagrees with their background information, however incorrect
that information might be (Anderson & Smith, 1984; Barton, 1997).
When this occurs, teachers can decide the type and extent of
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instruction needed, align instruction that will clarify misunderstandings,
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and make changes in their teaching and assessment.
Proficient readers use existing knowledge to make sense of what
they are reading and to determine what is important in the text.
They draw inferences, generate questions, and make changes and
predictions in their thinking as they read. Resnick (1984) states that
three kinds of knowledge come into play: (1) specific knowledge
about the topic of the text, (2) general world knowledge about social
relationships and causal structures, and (3) knowledge about the
text’s organization.
When teachers link new information with students’ prior knowledge,
the topic will have more meaning for students. This helps students
learn more effectively and stimulates their interest in reading.
Social studies teachers can help students activate their prior
knowledge and evaluate their understandings by using pre-reading
techniques.
Some of these techniques are
•

brainstorming ideas that a topic brings to mind;

•

previewing a passage, noting headings, bold print, and pictures;

•

asking questions about the topic;

•

presenting an issue or situation that needs some problem
solving; and

•

constructing an advanced organizer, web, or outline from
passage headings for use in note taking.

Discovering what students know or do not know about a topic helps
teachers design instruction around purposeful learning. Other
strategies are
• K-W-L [What I Know; Want to Learn; Learned] (p. 126),
• DR/TA [Directed Reading/Thinking Activity] (p. 115),
• Semantic Mapping (p. 90),
5

Notes

• Anticipation Guides (p. 110), and
• Problematic Situation (p. 135).
Mental Dispositions (Habits of Mind)
When students develop an understanding of productive mental
habits they become more purposeful and strategic in their learning.
Developing critical, creative, and self-regulated ways of thinking will
enhance students’ learning of social studies and will provide them
with skills and behaviors that will increase their ability to learn, now
and in the future.
A reader’s habits will impact his or her effectiveness as a learner.
When a reader’s attitude towards reading is positive, he or she will
tackle reading with enthusiasm and a willingness to learn and will
•

be motivated to do what is required,

•

feel confident about success,

•

consider how he or she feels about the reading material,

•

be interested in constructing meaning while reading, and

•

integrate new meaning with existing schema.

Our mental habits impact our behaviors. Effective teachers of
social studies pay particular attention to this area. They provide
opportunities for students to understand the importance of having
productive mental habits and model and teach these to students.
(See Strategic Teaching, p. 56).
Productive mental dispositions outlined by Marzano et al. (1997),
Costa (1991), Perkins (1993), and Paul (1990) include
• being accurate and seeking accuracy,
• being clear and seeking clarity,
• maintaining an open mind,
• restraining impulsivity,
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• taking a position when the situation warrants it,
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• persevering,
• being able to monitor and control your thinking,
• making appropriate plans,
• identifying and using necessary resources,
• responding appropriately to feedback, and
• evaluating the effectiveness of your actions.
Providing students with techniques for learning and practicing these
habits is essential if they are to use them. Students who practice these
behaviors become self-directed learners who are aware of their mental
disposition, monitor it, and adjust it accordingly.
Motivation
Having the skill and the will to read are key factors in reading for
meaning. As mentioned previously, students can be taught a strategy
but may not know when or how to use it. They may have little
interest in the task. They may even have the belief that they are
not competent enough to complete the task. In Designing a New
Taxonomy of Educational Objectives (Marzano 2001) examines overall
motivation. He notes that three factors come into play:
1. The individual perceives the knowledge component
as important;
2. The individual believes that he or she has the necessary ability,
power, or resources to learn or increase his or her competence
relative to the knowledge; or
3. The individual has a positive emotional response to the
knowledge component.
In contrast, when the task is not considered relevant or important,
the student believes he or she may not have the necessary ability,
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knowledge, or resources to learn and be successful, and when the student
has a negative association to the task, the level of motivation is low.
Marzano, Pickering, and Pollock (2001) cite a set of studies that
demonstrate the impact on student achievement when students are
taught the correlation between effort and achievement. The authors
note that since students may not be aware of the importance of
believing in effort, teachers should explicitly teach and exemplify
the connection between effort and achievement.
Students who make this connection recognize that effort is something
they can control. In Weiner’s Attribution Theory (Weiner, 1972, 1974;
Weiner, Frieze, Kulka, Reed, Rest, & Rosenbaum, 1971), he points out
that the way students perceive the causes of their prior successes and
failures is a great determiner of how motivated and persistent they will
be when given a new task.
When students attribute success to ability, luck, or task difficulty,
they are less likely to exert themselves and take ownership over their
learning. However, when students attribute their success to effort, this
can translate into the willingness to engage in and complete a task.
Having students keep track of their effort and achievement is one way
they can see the correlation. Students can use rubrics to assess their
effort and then chart their achievement on an assignment based on
their effort score. This helps them see the relationship between effort
and achievement and also helps them discover patterns between the
two. Having students reflect on what they discover from doing this
helps them be more aware of the power and importance of putting
effort into their work. (See Strategic Teaching, pp. 57–60)
Goal Setting
Students should be encouraged and given the opportunity to
personalize and set goals around a teacher’s instructional target of
learning. Students identify the goals they will try to reach and will
contract for the grade they will receive if they meet their goals. (Kahle
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& Kelley, 1994; Miller & Kelley, 1994; Vollmer, 1995). Some studies
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have demonstrated the positive effects when students set goals in a
“contractual” context. (See Strategic Teaching, p. 48)
Feedback
Due to the large volume of information students are exposed to in
social studies, teachers need to be aware of the importance of
feedback for the student. Feedback that is timely is the most effective.
In the Bangert-Downs, Kulik, Kulik, and Morgan (1991) study they
noted the following:
• Feedback that is given immediately after a test is the
most effective.
• Giving tests immediately after a learning situation has a
negligible effect on achievement.
• Giving a test one day after a learning situation seems to
be optimal.
• Feedback should be specific to criterion.
• Students should provide some of their own feedback.
(See Strategic Teaching, p. 61)
Nonlinguistic Representations and Mental Imagery
The “dual-coding” theory states that

Effective readers know that

knowledge is stored in two forms — a

comprehension is not

linguistic form and an imagery form.

something that just happens.

(Paivio, 1969, 1971, 1990) We store what
we know in ways associated with words

Readers have a role in the
reading process.

(linguistic form) and with images (nonlinguistic). The Verbal Visual
Word Association on page 97 of this manual is an example of this.
There is research that tells us we can use a variety of activities to help
students represent knowledge in different ways. Research also notes
that nonlinguistic representations are the most effective when
students use them to elaborate on or add to their understanding.
Creating nonlinguistic representations helps students understand
content in a whole new way. (See Strategic Teaching, p. 65)
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The Role of Climate
Three Interactive Elements of Reading

Reader

Climate
Text
Features

Things to Think About
1. What does climate in the social studies classroom include?
2. How does climate affect students’ attitude toward learning social
studies?

Classroom climate includes the physical setting of the room and the
mental climate of the students. The physical setting of the classroom
should foster a climate that is learner-centered and designed to promote
student learning by respecting and understanding students’ differences.
A mental climate most conducive to increased learning should involve
the learner and the teacher working together to create and maintain
equal ownership of building and maintaining positive attitudes
and perceptions.
These two aspects of classroom climate, correlated with what we
know about the research on brain-based learning, give us an insight
into the student as a learner.
The following principles of brain-based learning taken from Caine
and Caine (1990) can help us better understand the student as a
learner. Keeping these in mind when establishing a positive classroom
climate can facilitate the learning:
• The brain is a parallel processor. The brain processes many
functions simultaneously. It integrates emotions, thoughts,
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imagination, and predispositions with the development of
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knowledge. In the classroom, this means the teacher needs to
orchestrate an array of strategies in order to address many
dimensions of brain capability.
• Learning engages the entire physiology. Though learning is as
natural as breathing, it is possible to either inhibit or facilitate it.
Neuron growth, nourishment, and synaptic interactions are
stimulated by experience. Stress, threat, and boredom can shut
down the brain’s response to the environment while peace,
motivation, and challenge encourage learning. The entire
“wiring” of the brain is the result of life and school experience.
In the classroom, this means that the level of maturation of
children may differ as much as five years depending on each
child’s early experiences. It therefore makes no sense to measure
achievement in relation to chronological age.
• The search for meaning is innate. Research confirms that people
are “meaning makers” whose brains constantly gauge the
familiar and seek the novel. This means that teachers should
provide a level of stability and newness in classrooms that
satisfies innately curious young learners. In other words, like the
programs for gifted and talented, student classroom instruction
needs to combine complex, meaningful challenges for all learners.
• The search for meaning occurs through patterning. The brain
constantly seeks new patterns and then invents its own. It resists
imposed, meaningless patterns unrelated to its own needs. In
classrooms where ideas are presented thematically and where
curriculum is integrated, students’ interest is maintained because
their brains will seek out the patterns teachers weave into their
day. “Busywork” does little to nourish focused brain activity.
• Emotions are critical to patterning. Emotions are central to
organizing information and to facilitating memory. The
emotional impact of any lesson or life experience will continue
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to be fresh long after the event that triggered it. Classrooms
that combine an emotionally supportive climate of mutual
respect and student-teacher reflection on schoolwork enhance
students’ learning.
• Every brain simultaneously perceives and creates parts
and whole. In healthy people, the left and right brain are
inextricably interactive regardless of whether they are dealing
with words, music, numbers, or art. Good teaching builds skills
and understanding over time because it recognizes that
knowledge is cumulative. Good lessons have a context in real life.
• Learning always involves conscious and unconscious
processes. We learn much more than we ever consciously
understand. Many of the signals we peripherally receive enter
the brain without our being aware of it and interact at
unconscious levels. We remember what we experience, not just
what we are told. A student may learn to do a math computation
in a precise manner and learn to hate math at the same time.
Teachers need to provide adequate time for students to process
their experiences. This allows students to review how and what
they have learned so that they can begin to take charge of their
own learning.
• We have two types of memory. The brain uses a spatial memory
system and a set of systems for rote learning. Motivated by
novelty, spatial memory occurs automatically, because it registers
experience in three dimensions. Remembering what we had for
dinner is an example of memory from the experience of eating it,
as opposed to memorizing what was on the menu. Rote memory
stores isolated facts and skills that are unrelated to actual
experience. The more information and skills are separated from
prior knowledge and actual experience, the more we depend on
rote memory and repetition. Overemphasis on memorized facts
in school work probably interferes with the development of
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understanding and may inhibit the effective functioning of
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the brain.
• The brain understands and remembers best when facts and
skills are embedded in natural spatial memory. Our language
is learned through multiple interactive experiences that involve
vocabulary and grammar. It also is shaped by internal processes
and social interaction (Vygotsky, 1978). Education is enhanced
when this type of embedding is used. Caine and Caine (1990)
note that embedding is the single most important element that
brain-based learning theories have in common.
• Learning is enhanced by challenge and inhibited by threat.
The brain learns best when challenged appropriately, but
“downshifts” when a threat is perceived (Hart, 1983). The
hippocampus, part of the limbic system, appears to function
partially as a relay center to the rest of the brain. Under
perceived threat, we literally lose access to portions of our brain
(Jacobs & Nadel, 1985).
• Each brain is unique. Though all human brains have the same
systems including our senses and basic emotions, they are
integrated differently. In fact, learning changes the structure of
the brain; the more one learns, the more unique one becomes.
In the classroom, students are learning based on their unique
set of interests.
Classrooms built on brain-based learning theory have three
interactive elements: relaxed alertness, immersion, and active
processing. Relaxed alertness is found in a classroom that combines
a supportive environment with significant challenge. Immersion is
found in classrooms where the curriculum and the life of the school
are merged into real life experiences that allow students to make sense
of what they are learning in the context of their lives together. Active
processing encourages learners to take ownership of their learning in
a way that is personally meaningful.
13
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Effective teachers understand the student as a learner. This
knowledge, in connection with understanding of the importance of
creating and maintaining positive attitudes and perceptions — their
students’ and their own — has a great influence on learning. The
two types of attitudes and perceptions with the greatest effect on
learners are a sense of acceptance and a sense of comfort and order.
Atmosphere of Acceptance
For active, critical reading to occur, teachers must create an
atmosphere which fosters a climate where all students are encouraged
to participate. When a student does not feel accepted by his or her
teacher and peers, learning is inhibited. Students who are reluctant to
ask for help, often are those who need it the most. (See Strategic
Teaching, p. 61 for techniques that promote a climate of acceptance.)
Classroom Comfort
Room temperature, lighting, the arrangement of furniture, and the
amount of physical activity permitted during the school day can all
impact students. Findings from research on learning styles (Carbo,
Dunn, & Dunn 1986; McCarthy 1980, 1990) suggest that while some
students can work in an environment that is noisy, others prefer a
noise-free room; some like straight rows, and others prefer clusters of
desks or even tables rather than desks. When students are involved in
the design of the classroom environment, the physical setting may be
set up to help accommodate their diverse learning needs. (See Strategic
Teaching, p. 63)
Sense of Order
Research on classroom management (Anderson, Evertson, & Emmer,
1980) shows that explicitly stated and reinforced rules and procedures
create a climate that is conducive to learning. Order also gives the
perception that the learning environment is safe. Maslow (1968)
established the importance of a sense of safety to individuals, and
Ron Edmonds (1982) noted that students must believe that the place
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they spend their time learning is fairly safe. Students need to feel

Notes

that there are policies and procedures in place to keep them safe
and protect them, and that teachers will intervene and enforce these
policies and procedures when the situation arises. (See Strategic
Teaching, pp. 63–64)
Creating a sense of acceptance by arranging a classroom to promote
learning is a fairly simple task. Teachers can make small gestures
geared towards establishing a climate conducive to learning that will
go a long way in making students feel valued. (See the rubric in
Strategic Teaching, p. 64, to assess your classroom practices.)
Cooperative Learning
A classroom setting that supports cooperative learning provides
students opportunities to get and give feedback from peers and to
build relationships. When teachers set up groups, research notes that
the dynamics of the group can increase the probability of acceptance
among group members. Slavin (1987) suggests that when groups
are mixed in terms of gender, ability, and ethnicity, the chance that
students will feel accepted is increased. In addition, Lou and others
(1996) recommend that “Small teams of three to four members seem
more effective than larger groups” (p. 451).
Brophy (1983), Gottfredson (1986), and others also have noted that
the use of cooperative learning structures can increase student task
engagement, acquaint students with the benefits of working together,
and ease the tensions that sometimes arise among racial or ethnic
groups — all of which are related to reductions in the incidence
of misbehavior.
Johnson and Johnson (1999) identify three types of cooperative
learning groups — informal, formal, and base groups. Informal
groups last a short time, from a few minutes to a class period, and
usually involve pair-share type activities. Teachers use these in a
variety of ways. For example, when they want students to have an
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opportunity to clarify their thinking around the task, provide time for
students to discuss the learning and process it, or to give students a
chance to tell someone next to them what they learned.
Formal groups include the basic components that Johnson and
Johnson (1999) mention and are designed to give students more time
with a peer or group of peers to complete a task that may last for
several class periods, several days, or even several weeks. The basic
components are
• positive interdependence,
• group processing,
• appropriate use of social skills,
• face-to-face promotive interaction, and
• individual and group accountability.
These components do not come naturally to most students so
teachers need to structure groups to ensure group members are taught
these components and given an opportunity to experience them.
Base groups are long term groups that may last for the semester or
the year and are designed to provide students with peer support.
Teachers need to structure a task and determine the purpose and
outcome for the learning before assigning the type of group. For
example, in a World History class students could be assigned to study
groups for the length of the course. The teacher could then designate
countries for each group to research.
Feeling accepted is an important aspect of a positive learning
climate, and cooperative learning can promote that. The techniques
described above can help teachers create this environment.
(See Strategic Teaching, pp. 62–63)
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Classroom Tasks

Notes

Stating the purpose and value for a task will provide students with an
understanding of why the task is important. When students perceive
tasks to be valuable and interesting and understand the task and the
expectations for completing the task successfully, they are more
motivated to engage in the task. In classrooms where teachers have
established academic trust, students are less likely to question a task’s
value or worth.
Furthermore, establishing criteria for performance for the task lets
students know what is expected of them. Providing this information
also sets the stage for them to begin the process of setting their own
standards of performance and measuring their work against that.
Being conscientious about the learner and the learning environment
can help create an environment conducive to learning.
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Section 4

Notes

Six Assumptions About Learning
Six Assumptions About Learning
Learning is
1. Goal oriented.
2. The linking of new information to prior knowledge
3. The organization of information
4. The acquisition of cognitive and metacognitive structures
5. Nonlinear, yet occurring in phases
6. Influenced by cognitive development

Assumption 1: Learning is Goal Oriented
In general, reader’s goals are either content-related (e.g., to understand
the effect xenophobia had on the growth of the Klan in the early 20th
century) or strategic (e.g., to practice word attack skills within the
context of reading a chapter in a civics text).
In any case, readers need to identify their purpose for reading before
they begin. Too often, students open their social studies text without
thinking about their purpose for reading. Teachers can help students
learn how to set their reading goals by offering them a set of questions
to ask themselves prior to reading:
• What key concepts and ideas are important in light of this class?
Another way of phrasing this is, “What in this passage is most
important to learn?” At this point, the student would preview
the passage to get a sense of what it is about.
• What am I going to be expected to do with my learning —
answer questions on a quiz? write a summary? participate in a
class discussion? perform some activity?
The first set of questions helps students identify main ideas while they
are reading, rather than reading aimlessly. For example, if a student
was assigned a passage to read for homework on the Mayans, she
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could ask herself what exactly it is about the Mayans that she should
pay attention to while she reads.
The second set of questions helps students determine how carefully
and closely they need to read the passage, which also will help them
set their reading pace. In the example above, the student may have
been told that the class will write a comparison of the Mayans to the
Olmecs when they return to class. Consequently, he or she would
know to read the passage carefully and with a compare-contrast
frame in mind. The student also would review the previously
assigned chapter on the Olmecs and take notes that pull information
from both passages.

Assumption 2: Learning is Linking New Information to
Prior Knowledge
As discussed earlier, skilled readers use their prior knowledge of the
topic to construct meaning from text. This includes making inferences,
revising schema, and applying what is read to different phenomena.
In Strategic Processing (See p. 44), we provide questions students can
ask themselves as they think about their thinking and apply
metacognitive strategies to monitor, modify, and process what
they read.
Of course, students’ ability to use their prior knowledge can be
hampered by textbooks in which the writing is unclear, disorganized,
or in which the relationships among ideas aren’t apparent. Although
skilled readers are able to impose a structure onto poorly organized
text, unskilled readers really struggle when trying to make sense of
information that lacks coherence. Wherever possible, social studies
teachers should select text that is “considerate,” uses signal words to
show how ideas are related, and has easily identifiable, consistently
located topic sentences.
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Assumption 3: Learning is the Organization of Information
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Skilled social studies readers are familiar with patterns often used by
writers of social studies text. In addition, these readers have learned
that certain types of social studies text will address particular
information. For example, many geography books employ the
“region” frame, which typically organizes content into surface
features or landforms, rainfall and weather conditions, culture,
location, and products as these relate to other areas under study.
Although it would be unusual for adolescent readers to have that
level of familiarity with geography textbooks, geography teachers
can discuss the common use of this frame in geography textbooks
and suggest students develop a note-taking format that is organized
in this manner.
As discussed earlier, one of the best ways to help students grasp
the overall organization of the text content is to walk them through
the textbook table of contents and chapter layout during the first
weeks of the course. When students have this kind of global
understanding, they are better able to make predictions about
what they read and to connect what they are reading to what has
come before.

Assumption 4: Learning is the Acquisition of Cognitive and
Metacognitive Structures
As discussed in Section 3, social studies teachers can help students
better comprehend their text material through the direct instruction
of reading strategies. They should model for students the reading
strategies most helpful in navigating their textbook. For example,
teachers can demonstrate how to identify bias when students are
assigned to read an example of yellow journalism. Again, teachers
should not only point out what they infer but also demonstrate
how they find examples of bias in the passage and connect these
to what students know already, so that they can see how an inference
is made.
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As social studies teachers demonstrate and teach specific strategies,
they also need to teach students how to transfer these strategies to
different tasks. In a previous example, a geography teacher pointed
out for students that geography texts typically organize information
according to certain categories, such as rainfall, products, surface
features, and culture. This same teacher could help students transfer
this knowledge to the reading of the American history textbook by
pointing out that each chapter begins with a two-page introduction
that includes a time line and objectives, has text boxes that contain
biographies about key people, and ends each section with a review.

Assumption 5: Learning is Nonlinear, yet Occurring
in Phases
Although we have discussed reading in social studies as having
separate phases (i.e., preparing to read by activating prior knowledge,
reading, and then reflecting), in reality, reading to learn is not linear.
Within each phase, readers are thinking about what is to come as
well as thinking back to what they have read, comparing it with
their prior knowledge.
Learning is essentially a start/pause process in which readers
monitor their comprehension by skills such as self-questioning,
looking back to verify or clarify, looking ahead to anticipate,
selecting and summarizing what is important, and comparing
new information to prior knowledge. (Jones, Palinscar, Ogle,
& Carr, 1987, p. 18)
As previously described, teachers can demonstrate the phases of
reading to learn as well as the recursive nature of their thought
processes while they read a passage aloud (See the Think-Aloud
strategy, p. 148).
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Assumption 6: Learning is Influenced by
Cognitive Development

Notes

Students who have a broad base of prior knowledge about social
studies subjects, a well-developed social studies vocabulary, and a
strong command of metacognitive strategies naturally tend to do
better than students who come to school without the benefit of a rich
prior knowledge and experience base. Social studies teachers should
build in time for these students to have numerous opportunities to
practice and apply the strategies and to receive corrective coaching
and feedback.
Wherever possible, teachers should plan differentiated instruction
so that those students who are proficient can read on their own
or engage in activities to extend their learning while others are
receiving strategy instruction. Explicit strategy instruction might
be detrimental to those who already use these strategies or others
like them.
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Section 5
Reading Strategies
Strategies for the Three Phases of
Cognitive Processing
Vocabulary Development

Preactive

Interactive

Reflective

Preparation
Before
Reading

Assistance
During
Reading

Reflection
After
Reading

Page Number

SS-1 Concept Definition Mapping
SS-2 Five-Step Method
SS-3 Frayer Model
SS-4 Semantic Feature Analysis
SS-5 Semantic Mapping
SS-6 Student VOC Strategy
SS-7 Verbal and Visual Word Association
SS-8 Word Sorts
SS-9 Zooming in and Zooming Out

78
81
84
87
90
93
97
100
103

x
x
x
x
x
x
x
x
x

x
x
x
x
x
x
x
x
x

x
x
x
x
x

105
108

x

x
x

x
x

110
115
119
122
124
126
129
130
135
137
140
142
145
148

x
x
x

x
x
x

x
x
x
x
x
x

150
152
155
158
161
163
166

x

x
x
x

Narrative Text
SS-10 History Frame
SS-11 Venn Diagram

Informational Text
SS-12 Anticipation Guide/Revised Extended/Reaction Guide
SS-13 Directed Reading/Thinking Activity (DR/TA)
SS-14 Graphic Organizer
SS-15 Group Summarizing
SS-16 Historical Character Map
SS-17 What I Know; Want to Learn; Learned (K-W-L)
SS-18 Pairs Read
SS-19 Predict-Locate-Add-Note (PLAN)
SS-20 Problematic Situation
SS-21 Proposition/Support Outline
SS-22 Sensory Imagery
SS-23 Structured Note Taking
SS-24 Survey, Question, Read, Recite, Review (SQ3R)
SS-25 Think-Aloud

x
x
x
x

x
x

x
x
x
x
x
x
x

x
x
x
x
x

Reflection Strategies (Questioning; Writing; Discussing)
SS-26 Learning Log
SS-27 Question-Answer Relationship (QAR)
SS-28 Questioning the Author (QtA)
SS-29 Role/Audience/Format/Topic (RAFT)
SS-30 Creative Debate
SS-31 Discussion Web
SS-32 Scored Discussion

x
x

x
x
x
x
x
x
x
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Vocabulary Development

Preactive
Interactive
Reflective

SS-5. Semantic Mapping
What is it?
A semantic map is a visual tool that helps readers activate and draw
on prior knowledge, recognize important components of different
concepts, and see the relationships among these components.

How could it be used in social studies instruction?
This strategy can be incorporated to help students make connections
to their prior knowledge at the beginning of a lesson and used
throughout a social studies unit to help them refine and deepen
their understanding. Students will be able to visualize how terms
are connected and/or related. This strategy can be used to build
connections between concepts.

How to use it:
1. Write the major concept of the lesson or unit on chart paper.
2. Instruct students to brainstorm a list of terms that relate in some
way to the major concept.
3. Write the major concept in the center of another sheet of chart
paper and circle it.
4. Encourage students to review the brainstormed list and begin
to categorize the terms. The categories and terms should be
discussed and then displayed in the form of a map or web.
5. Leave the chart up throughout the lesson or unit so that new
categories and terms can be added as needed.
See also the TRCA Teacher’s Manual, 2nd Ed., pp. 82–84.
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Vocabulary Development
Semantic Map

Category

Category

Term
Term
Term

Term
Term
Term

Major
Concept

Category
Term
Term
Term

Proponents
Franklin
Jefferson
Locke
Montesquieu
Voltaire

Natural Rights
Life
Liberty
Property

The
Enlightenment

Government
Protect rights
Separation of powers

Freedoms
Thought
Expression
Religion
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Vocabulary Development

Wind Currents

Ocean Currents
Westwind Drift
North Equatorial
South Equatorial
Gulf Stream
North Atlantic Drift

Polar Easterlies
Westerlies
Northeasterly Tradewinds
Southeasterly Tradewinds

Climate

Elevation

Topography

Altitude
Temperature drops
(3.5 F per 1,000 ft.)

Landforms

Housing

Employment

Home Owners Loan Corporation
Federal Housing Administration

Civilian Conservation Corps
Federal Emergency Relief Admin.
Public Works Admin.
Civil Works Admin.
National Youth Admin.

New
Deal

Labor
Natl. Labor Relations Board
Fair Labor Standards Act

Retirement

Business
Emergency Banking Relief Act
Federal Deposit Insurance Corp.
Natl. Recovery Administration
Securities and Exchange Commission

Rural

Social Security Admin.
Agricultural Adjustment Admin.
Tennessee Valley Authority
Rural Electrification Admin.
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Informational Text

Interactive
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SS-18. Pairs Read
What is it?
Pairs read is a strategy that requires collaborative learning as
students read and digest text. Students help each other increase
their knowledge and understanding of the text by reading the text
aloud to each other. While one student reads, the other student
listens and then summarizes the main ideas.

How could it be used in social studies instruction?
This strategy provides students with structured opportunities to
read and discuss information from a variety of texts, such as articles,
primary sources, and essays, on the same topic. Students read
information in pairs and then share what they have learned about
the topic with the rest of the class.

How to use it:
1. Select a passage for students to read.
2. Arrange students in pairs with one designated as the coach
and the other as the reader.
3. Ask the reader to read the first paragraph to the coach.
4. Then ask the coach to summarize the main idea and supporting
details. The coach can ask the reader questions to help clarify
the reading.
5. Instruct students to reverse roles and ask the new reader to read
the next paragraph.
6. Ask the new coach to summarize what was read.
7. Instruct students to continue alternating roles until they have
completed the passage.
8. Once the entire passage is read, ask students to cooperatively
summarize the main idea and discuss the supporting details.
See also the TRCA Teacher’s Manual, 2nd Ed., pp. 119–120.
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Reflection Strategies

Reflective

SS-32. Scored Discussion
What is it?
Scored discussion gives students the opportunity to practice and
to evaluate effective discussion skills. A small group of students
carry on a content-related discussion after they have read a selection.
The teacher and the rest of the class observe and score individual
contributions based on predetermined criteria. Students are awarded
points for contributing relevant information, using evidence, asking
clarifying questions, creating analogies, and encouraging other
group members to participate. Negative points are assigned for
interruptions, irrelevant comments, and personal attacks. Following
the discussion, the teacher and observers provide feedback to
discussion members.

How could it be used in social studies instruction?
This strategy provides students with the structure and support to
intelligently participate in public discourse and debate. It fosters
the skills students will need to be participating members of a
democratic society.

How to use it:
1. Determine the criteria for a successful discussion and record it
for reference during the discussion. Introduce the discussion
score sheet and make modifications if necessary.
2. Ask students to read a selection around which they can have
a discussion.
3. Allow enough time for students to organize their thinking and
record their arguments and rationale.
4. Select 6–8 students for the small-group discussion. Explain that
the rest of the students will observe and score.
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Reflection Strategies
5. Teach the strategy.
• Explain the criteria.
• Stress appropriateness rather than quantity, and establish
time limits.
• Allow student observation time to demonstrate objectivity.
6. Provide time for discussion and scoring.
7. Repeat this strategy on a regular basis until all students have
had the opportunity to be in a discussion group.
See also the TRCA Teacher’s Manual, 2nd Ed., p. 164.

Scored Discussion
Effective Participation

Score

Non-effective Participation

Score

1. States his/her opinion
on the topic.

0 1 2 3 4

1. Off task behavior

0 1 2 3 4

2. Make statements that
are on topic.

0 1 2 3 4

1. Off task behavior

0 3 4 5 6

3. Uses data that confirms
his/her thinking.

0 2 3 4 5

1. Off task behavior

0 1 2 3 4

4. Evaluates the merit of
others’ opinion/data.

0 2 3 4 5

5. Actively listens.

0 3 4 5 6

6. Summarizes own
thinking, as well as
the opinions of others.

0 4 5 6 7

Total Score – Effective

21

Total Score – Non-effective

Effective Score

21

Non-effective Score

-3

Total Score

18

3
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Workshops Available
McREL delivers training and consultation on their series, Teaching Reading in the Content
Areas: If Not Me, then Who?, Teaching Reading in Math, Teaching Reading in Science and
Teaching Reading in Social Studies to teachers, reading specialists, staff developers,
and administrators.
The Teachers Workshop (designed for upper elementary, middle, and high school
educators) provides an overview of content area reading instruction; engages
participants in applying vocabulary, reading, and reflection strategies to specific
content covered in their classrooms; and offers practical suggestions on integrating
these strategies into existing curricula.
The Training-of-Trainers Workshop is designed for educators who have a background
in reading or who have completed the Teachers Workshop. Participants delve more
deeply into critical conceptual ideas underlying the teaching of content area reading
skills; receive guidelines for facilitating adult learning; discuss training issues, questions,
and concerns; share and critique training plans for teaching content area reading
strategies; and discuss schoolwide implementation planning.
For more information about scheduling workshops and consulting services, contact
McREL at 303.337.0990.
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